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For Andrew

Rosario

It’s not that I don’t know the story. It’s just that I don’t know it very well.

I heard it from my girlfriend, and Kindra only heard it once. At three in the morning. In the parking lot of a bar after a double shift waitressing. While she’d been pretty hungover on grief.

All of that can make it hard to remember just about anything clearly.

For what it’s worth, she heard it from Arkay herself, but that’s really not saying much. Arkay was sick to the point of dying when the story happened, and she’d gone weeks without decent food or sleep when the story was told.

Nobody else knows what happened. Nobody else was there. So I guess it’s only natural that it sounds a little bit like a fairytale. Maybe every story does, when the details have faded and all you’ve got left is saturated with nostalgia.

At the start of the story, I was homeless. I don’t know where I came from before that happened, or who my family was, or exactly why they threw me out. I don’t know if they were just awful people, or if there was some kind of fight that started it all, or if I did something wrong. That part of the story is gone, condensed into a catch-all “once upon a time”.

So here goes:

Once upon a time, there was a homeless woman named Rosario Hernandez. She was me, but she’s also so remote that she could have been anyone. She was one of more than seven hundred women in the United States who shared her name, and one of five hundred thousand people who shared her living situation. And really, there was nothing that set her apart from any of them, except for one little thing.

They didn’t see the dragon under the Washington Street bridge.

Or maybe some of them did, and they wrote it off as a weird art installation for the college down the street, or some kind of viral ad for the zoo, or a hallucination. Maybe they had the good sense to walk away and pretend they didn’t see it. Nobody knows, because nobody ever bothered to ask them.

Rosario ran away, too, at first. The dragon was forty feet long, all fangs and claws and scales, and she could tell just by looking at the thing that she was in over her head. She was smart enough that she wanted nothing to do with it. But when she walked away, she started questioning if she ever really saw it at all, or if she’d just imagined the whole thing.

So a few hours later she came back, feeling a little bit braver and a little more grounded in reality. She got up close enough to see it was real, to hear its wheezing breaths, and to poke its nose with a stick.

It was a dragon.

It was real.

And it was dying.

I don’t know how she felt when she looked at it, this enormous predator that was too weak to lift its head when she got close. I don’t know if she was moved by curiosity or compassion or pity. I do know that she left it lying there under the bridge.

She went to a fast food joint up the street, one that was in such a godawful location that the building changed franchises once a year or so, but it was the closest place she could think of. She spent every dollar she had managed to save, money that should have gone toward sleeping indoors for the night, and she came back with a bag of fried chicken.

Did the dragon perk up at all when it smelled its next meal, or was it still too weak to reach the offering when it was put on the ground between them? Did she have to feed it by hand?

She must have realized how huge the dragon was, and how quickly it went through the fast food. Did she wonder what it would do when it finished the last bag and realized her hands still smelled like fried chicken?

But the dragon didn’t eat her. Instead it grew smaller and smaller until it looked like a young woman, barely Rosario’s age at the time, dressed in torn and bloody clothes. She scarfed down the rest of the chicken like she hadn’t eaten in weeks, and then curled up, shivering, in the homeless woman’s lap. I’m guessing they sat there for a while. It probably took some time to come to grips with the fact that dragons existed at all, let alone that they could do that. Eventually Rosario gathered her up and brought her to a safer place, where there were blankets and tents and people who might know a language the dragon could understand, and she nursed her back to health.

Nobody told me how long Arkay stuck around before she went back to the Hoarde. Arkay said it wasn’t very long at all, but that time must have meant something to her.

After that, she—I—the person I used to be—she didn’t live on the streets anymore. She—I—lived in a house for a while. Had a nice job. Met Kindra.

When I was in the hospital, Arkay made sure I had the best medical treatment and the best bodyguards. Afterward, she got me an apartment. She got me an education. She got Kindra and Danielle jobs in the area so I wouldn’t be alone with strangers. She treats me like I’m some kind of princess. And maybe that’s supposed to be flattering. Maybe I should feel grateful.

But I’ve looked up stories of dragons who keep princesses.

One of them always winds up dead.

Arkay

The Forest was burning.

Dry trees went up in flames. Acrid smoke pooled like water on the cavern’s ceiling. Living shadows darted through the smoke like fish, snapping up the sparks as they floated overhead.

I watched them dance, too dazed to make sense of my surroundings.

Voices were shouting. Somewhere, somebody screamed in agony, but those noises barely filtered through the ringing in my ears. Blood and charred flesh joined the scent of smoke and fire. Burning pine needles. Burning hair. Everything was burning.

I tried to sit up, but the attempt to move my arm sent a pulse of white-hot agony through my shoulder. I looked down. Shrapnel was embedded in my body armor, and my collarbone jutted through the fabric. Other arm, then. Now that I realized I was supposed to hurt, the pain washed over me like a wave, fierce and wrenching, almost unbearable. But it was the pain that woke me out of my stupor. People were hurt. The Forest was burning. If the fire wasn’t contained, it could spread to the whole Felldeep. I had a job to do. I dragged myself upright, not bothering with my damaged arm.

The dead trees blazed like torches, their trunks cracking and splintering in the intense heat. Beyond them, rectangles of light marked open doors where volunteers rushed through with fire extinguishers and buckets of water to douse the flames. There was a conspicuous dark space directly in front of me where one of those doors had been a few minutes before. Now it was nothing but shattered wood and scarred stone clinging to the edge of a crater.

Terry flapped through the burning trees, carried by the heat they gave off. The eldritch abomination’s mass was redistributed into something vast and thin, almost like a tarp that wrapped around the detritus and smothered the flames with its bulk.

“Sorry about the wait, boss,” they called. “Just had to tie down Comet.”

“Good call.” We learned the hard way that our resident yggdradeer did not like fire. If somebody didn’t restrain her, she was in danger of either hurting herself or trampling the people trying to put out the flames. “Work on putting out the fires, and keep an eye out for casualties. You’re our eye in the... sky, so to speak.” Okay, so it was the ceiling of a cave, but it was a very high ceiling. 

Anyway, Terry got the idea. “Aye-aye,” they said, and fluttered off to extinguish another tree.

I pressed on, in the direction of the nearest voice that cut through the chaos. 

“I told you to check her for explosives!” an incubus shouted. He was a member of the retrieval team that had just come back. His name started with a... D? My brain was too scrambled to hold onto the detail.

“I did!” replied another member of the team, a menehune, their voice raised to be heard above the roaring flames. “She was clean!”

“You call this clean?” the incubus shrieked.

Retrieval team. I’d been heading out to meet the retrieval team after they acquired a new asset. A woman who defected from the Order. She said she wanted to help us. She said she had information. The names of Order leaders and where they’d be in the next few weeks. The locations of factories full of refugees who needed saving.

“We even made her take off her fucking shoes!” the menehune shouted. “We patted her down! I don’t know where she could have put it!”

The team already fought off the obligatory ambush. Our informant even helped. She killed three Orderlings while our team made a break for the door. You’d think someone who was ready to kill for you would be on your side.

Now there was a crater where she had been standing.

“You two,” I croaked. “Quit yelling and go help the wounded. That’s an order.” The two of them looked up as one, and their expressions twisted into horror. They were dirty and singed, but their burns were mild, blocked by closer bodies.

The bomb hadn’t gone off until I got close. One second I was stepping forward to shake hands with our new informant, and the next, she was a fireball.

My team didn’t find the bomb because it wasn’t on her. It was inside her. And once again, I was the target.

Meph

I spent the last four years or so of my life being held prisoner by one organization or another. Turns out, you can learn a lot about someone by the kind of prison they keep.

When I was a captive of the Order, I was stuffed in a locked apartment, where every decoration was an unspoken assurance that even though I wasn’t free to leave and could die at any moment, everything was perfectly normal. The Contessa had kept me behind glass like a museum piece, and then dressed me up pretty so I could sit at her side like a loyal pet. Arkay’s dungeon had been bare-walled and barely used, outfitted more like a hospital room than a holding cell.

And then there was this sideshow.

I spent three days freezing my ass off in the back of a transport unit lifted from a state penitentiary. Before that, two weeks in an underground bunker somewhere near the Appalachians. Before that, an armored truck. Before that, a storage container inside an ocean liner, and so forth, ad nauseum. This week I was locked up inside a drafty storage unit, and not one that had been thoroughly cleaned in the recent past. The concrete floor was dusty and coated with a tacky grime. Somebody must have laid a shitty foundation, because a long, jagged crack split the space in half.

I was starting to feel like a connoisseur of confinement.

Take my guards, for example. There were always two, working four-week shifts. Every two weeks, one of my guards was replaced with someone new. They didn’t speak to me beyond a few growled instructions and occasional barked abuse, but I heard them talking to each other, and over time I started getting a feel for them.

These weren’t the Contessa’s personal staff—those were immaculate in dress and positively dripping professionalism. These guys were trained well enough to pass inspection, but they lacked dedication. After a week of constant surveillance, they were bored and irritable. By the end of the second week, they got sloppy. By the fourth week, they were so ready to be out of there that they could barely bother to glance my direction.

It wasn’t just indifference, though. The work was wearing on them. Constantly trying to cover their tracks and block out surveillance was a ceaseless source of stress. Lately, we were assaulted by sudden cold snaps and unforgiving blizzards that left my guards hoarse and sneezing. And all the time we were moving faster, more frequently, in more directions. I wasn’t sleeping much, but at least I wasn’t on high alert for most of my transit. At least I had the chance to sleep. They didn’t, and it showed.

So when they picked out my cell and swept it for debris, they didn’t scour the grit from the crack in the floor. When they passed my storage unit on their irregular rounds, they didn’t take off their shoes to muffle their footsteps on the cold concrete. I knew when they were watching me, and when they were walking through the cell. And while they were in transit, I ran my fingers through the dusty grit of the seam.

This wasn’t the first time they’d made this mistake. Like I said, exhaustion left them sloppy.

But this was the first time I came up with anything.

A paperclip had gotten lodged in the crack. It was small and thin, decorated with bright colors and stripes. Probably from a kid’s school supplies, put in storage or something. Or maybe it belonged to someone like Arkay, who wasn’t herself when she wasn’t loud.

Footsteps headed my way. I rubbed the grit off the paperclip as best I could popped it into my mouth. It was completely hidden on the inside of my cheek before the door rattled open.

Arkay

As soon as Doctor. Magbantay gave me the all clear, I retreated back to my apartment. I’d need to come back for another round of Styx later, but not until the first dose had worked its way out of my system. Until then, I got to deal with all the pleasantries of my body forcibly trying to piece itself back together in the most painful ways possible.

The process left me with time to kill and some potent fury to dispel, so I stashed my phones in a well-used Faraday cage and proceeded to EMP the fuck out of my bedroom with a few blasts of not-so-controlled lightning. The process left scorch marks on my walls and ceiling, but it was worth it to know that the Contessa didn’t have anyone listening in on my phone calls. Just to be sure, though, I cracked open the phone case and searched it one more time for unsavory hardware. Still nothing.

Secure in my privacy, I texted my contact in the Order. A few minutes later, she called me back.

“Hello—”

“You said you vetted her,” I snapped. “You told me this woman was legit.”

“She was,” Mara protested.

“Bullshit. The fucker swallowed enough explosives to bring down a building. Two of my people are dead.” I raked a hand down my scalp and hissed as something sharp jabbed my fingers. When I pulled it back, I swore again. “I just found her incisor in my hair!”

“Jesus Christ.”

“Mara, I want to know why this keeps happening.”

“I’m doing everything I can, dammit. But it’s not like I can check these people out in person.”

I took a sharp breath, but she cut me off before I could use it.

“Don’t you fucking dare, dragon. I’m putting my life on the line here.”

“Yeah, and so is every one of my people who walks into a death trap because of your bad information.”

“It’s called war,” she said. “If you can’t handle the risk, get out of the business. I’m doing the best I can with what I’ve got, but I’m pulling at a hundred leads with almost no resources. This is as good as you’re going to get.”

Meanwhile, my strike teams were getting ambushed and the Felldeep was getting bombed on a regular basis. There were so many craters in the Forest of the Damned that Terry couldn’t keep up with patching them all. We’d started putting buckets of water at most of our doors so people could wash their shoes after they stepped into wet cement.

And yet we managed to contain the worst of the damage. Enemy soldiers got in, but they never managed to get deep enough into the Felldeep to do more than superficial harm. For every person we lost, we saved a hundred more during our raids on Order factories. I felt like some kind of twisted actuary, comparing our losses to our potential gains and trying to calculate the magic number that made all of our work stop being worth it. Like if we lost that many people, we’d be forced to seal the doors and hide in the dark while we licked our wounds.

Except that wasn’t an option.

My operatives were working under the assumption that their leaders were wisely measuring the risks and rewards of every command we gave, and that we would never intentionally send them into danger. And I wouldn’t. Their loyalty mattered to me. They mattered to me.

But as long as I was in the Contessa’s power, so were they. She didn’t give two shits what happened to them, because her own precious followers were out of harm’s way. And if I raised a finger to stop her, if I defied her even slightly, then Meph and Rosa would pay for it.

She still had them hostage. And until I got them out of harm’s way, my hands were tied.

I dragged my attention back to the phone call. Mara was still on the line. I lowered my voice and tried not to sound as tired as I felt. “Any chance of good news, at least? Have you found Meph?”

“No.” One word, heavy as a lead weight.

“You said you picked up his trail in Kolkata.”

“And then they ditched their truck and used another vehicle. They’re gone.”

“Again?” I picked another tooth out of my hair.

“They know we’re watching them,” she said. “Is there any chance they’re listening in on you?”

“None.” This was my fourth burner phone in a month, and my room got EMP’d so frequently it was going to start glowing. “What about on your end? Could they be tracking you through the system? A keylogger or something?”

“If they knew I was involved, I would already be dead.” The Contessa’s agent— agents?—in the Order wouldn’t hesitate to string Mara up for working with me. Unless this was a game, and I was already playing into her hands. I wouldn’t put it past the Contessa to toy with us like that.

But that line of thinking led to second-guessing and paranoia and snapping at shadows. I shoved it aside.

“I do have some good news,” Mara said. “I’ve got another defector for you, and he’ll need a pickup. Everything I’ve found on the guy checks out. He’s a convert, recently transferred to factory work, multiple warnings for sympathizing with the enemy.”

“That’s what you said about the last one,” I said grimly.

“Like I said, risk is part of the business. He says he’s willing to give you information in exchange for protection. Do you want him or not?”

I massaged my temples.

If he worked at a factory, he’d be able to lead us back to it. We could save hundreds of lives. Or he could be another ticking time bomb and potentially murder another handful of loyal soldiers.

I sighed. “I’ll put a team together and call you back with the details. One hour.”

“Got it.”

The phone went silent.

I stared at it for a few long minutes, then tucked it into the inner pocket of my jacket. There was still a chance Mara was working for the Order. She’d contacted me, after all—nine months ago, right after Meph disappeared. She said she’d had a change of heart. Of course, two of my people had just been blown up by another woman who said she had a change of heart, too. But unlike her, Mara’s information was good more often than it was bad, so I would have to trust her. Right now, I needed people I could trust.

I pulled my other phone out of the faraday cage. First I sent a text to Nadia.

Rally the troops. We’ve got another pickup.

Then I dialed a number that I had by now memorized.

I waited seven long rings before the Contessa picked up. “Ah, Schlängelchen. I’ve been waiting to hear from you.”

Anticipation prickled under my skin. Just what did she know? Why was she expecting me?

The answer was nothing. I knew it was just another mind game, and I hated that it was working.

I kept my voice flippant. “Oh, good. If you already know, then I don’t need to waste your time repeating old news. So sorry for taking up your time.”

I didn’t even bother lowering the phone.

“That is very funny,” she said. “You have such a strange sense of humor.”

“That’s what I’m told,” I said grimly.

“Give me your report.”

We’ve got some breaking news that you’re an ash-guzzling windbag with a brain so twisted even Jeffrey Dahmer wouldn’t want to take a bite out of you.

I didn’t say it, though. The last time I’d directly insulted the Contessa, I’d found one of Meph’s fingers in a gift box outside my apartment door.

“My contact got me a lead on another possible factory. I’ll be gathering a team to pick them up shortly.”

“Very useful, this contact of yours,” the Contessa mused. “A pity I can’t congratulate your friend myself.”

“If I had a name to give you, I would have done it already, but I don’t. They aren’t exactly forthcoming with personal information. Probably because they suspect I’ll pass it on to you.”

“However did they draw that conclusion, I wonder?”

“What, you think I told them? You think I’m going to brag about this situation?” I kept my voice controlled. The Contessa tolerated a certain amount of animosity— but only ever anger, never outright defiance. She got off on watching me squirm. “Now what about Meph?”

“Not so fast. You’ll get your treat once I’m convinced you’ve earned it.”

“I’ve given you my report,” I said icily.

“Yes, you’ve demonstrated that you’re capable of speaking. Now try to follow simple instructions. I know it must be difficult for you.”

I seethed. “I’m listening.”

“You’ve found quite a little treasure with Styx. The results so far have been impressive.”

The miracle drug had been one of her first demands when she started blackmailing me. Our hospital faced dangerous shortages and our wounded were left in pain because so much of our supply went to her. Worse, we had no idea what she was actually doing with the stuff. Normally our supply was divided among hundreds of refugees and soldiers who were engaged in active combat. Even counting her recent converts, the Contessa didn’t have nearly as many followers, and she made a point of having them avoid direct confrontation with anyone. She couldn’t be using it all on herself, or she’d have gone Tabula Rasa a dozen times over by now.

So was she stockpiling it? Or was she using it on someone else?

That was the question that kept me up at night.

There was a silence on the phone. She wanted me to play her game.

“Glad you like it,” I muttered.

“I do.” If there was anything coy or friendly in her voice, it was the playfulness of a cat right before it eviscerates a mouse. “So much, in fact, that I’d like to try making some of my own. You simply must teach me how.”

No.

No no fucking no.

“I... I don’t know how,” I said faintly. “I’m not the one who makes it.”

“Obviously. Which is why you are going to find that very intelligent little pet, and you will bring them to me. Do you understand?”

Go fuck yourself with a rusty chainsaw.

“Yes, Contessa.”

“You will find the identity of that troublesome little contact of yours, and you will give it to me.”

“Yes, Contessa.”

“To whom do you belong?”

My teeth grew sharp. I’d rather bite off my own tongue than submit to the likes of her. But lives were on the line.

“To you, Contessa.”

“Very good, Schlängelchen. I look forward to hearing from you.”

The call ended, and I wrestled with the impulse to smash the phone against the wall. I almost lost the fight when my screen lit up with a text. Meph stood in front of a white curtain, the fabric patched and stained from overuse. His hair hung in dirty tendrils around his face. His skin was bruised and blotchy, and he stood at a painful angle, like he couldn’t force himself upright. His eyes drooped away from the camera, but his four-fingered hand clutched a copy of today’s Daily Mail.

Still alive.

Immediately I forwarded the photo to Mara. I’d thrown the photos at freelancers I’d found on the darknet, but that gave me no results. The metadata on the files was scrubbed a few times over, and sent through too many proxies to trace back a starting point. Besides, every time I reached out, I risked the Contessa finding out about my investigation.

Or finding out more than she already knew.

She had somebody working for her inside the Hoarde. Somebody who made her deliveries, who kept tabs on me, who ratted me out when I so much as blinked without telling her first. It would be bad enough if it were just one spy, but I wasn’t dumb enough to believe that. She got her information from Ivan, our old head of security. He’d been in ThreeClaw’s inner circle, and afterward he joined Nadia and Quinn as the Hoarde’s triumvirate of leaders. When he left to work for the Contessa, he took a fifth of our staff with him, but there were plenty of people living here who were still loyal to him, especially if I was the alternative. Any of them could be his spies. All of them, maybe.

It was enough to make a person paranoid.

If I had a single point of solace in all of this, it was that the Contessa hadn’t laid a finger on Rosario.

Ivan’s bodyguards were still on Rosa twenty-four/seven, but the photos they sent me were a lot less Tarantino than the ones I got of Meph. She’d be getting groceries, or decorating her apartment for Christmas, or going to class. Simple stuff. Normal stuff.

Nadia thought it was insurance. I might pull some risky stunts to save Meph; even if he got hurt in the struggle, it wouldn’t be much worse than what he was already going through. But if my saving Meph got Rosa hurt? Or killed? I couldn’t risk that. And if I tried to get Rosa to safety, the Contessa would execute Meph. I was tied down in two different directions with nowhere to go, and the Contessa kept making her demands.

But so far, her demands had been tolerable. The constant reports were a barb to my pride, but they didn’t actually hurt anyone. Our raids against the Order were launched too quickly, with too little time for decent planning or exit strategies, but they needed to happen anyway. Our regular tribute of Styx left us short-supplied, but we still had enough to scrape by.

But now she was asking me to turn over Quinn. To render our supply of Styx null, and hers infinite.

Why?

She could immortalize an army with the supply she already had at her disposal. Who else did she want to hand it to? Other allies? How many of them would be as careful with it as we had been? How long would it take before somebody else started reverse-engineering Styx? Before it wound up in the hands of the Vladmir Putins and the Kim Jeong Uns and the Muammar Gaddafis of the world?

And what if it wasn’t just used on the people in power? What would happen if human trafficking rings got their hands on this? How easy would it be for a cult leader to manufacture a flock of devoted followers with no memory of anything better? How many abusers would love the chance to force their victims into total dependence?

It was too powerful. Too dangerous. Too easily exploited.

So I picked up my burner phone and made one last call.

It took several rings before it picked up. “Hello?” Doctor Magbantay asked warily. “Who is this?”

I didn’t bother naming myself. He knew me well enough to recognize my voice. “Quinn, how many batches of Styx can you make in twenty-four hours?”

“What?”

“How many?”

“I... I think two or three batches altogether. Five, if I don’t sleep. Why?”

Five batches. Maybe a hundred doses altogether. And we had no knowing how many factory victims would be needing it after we went to Colombia.

“Make as many as you can, and then pack your things. Take all the money you have and withdraw it in cash. And then go. Don’t tell anybody where you’re going. Destroy your phone. I want you to disappear.”

“You can’t be serious,” he said. “I have patients!”

“You’ll find more patients elsewhere.” My voice carried no inflection. “The Contessa won’t give you the same opportunity.”  

“Mother of God,” he whispered. “But—but my notes—”

“Destroy them. Every memo and annotation. Burn the paperwork and flush the ashes. Scrub the files and then wipe the drives. Leave nothing behind. You have twenty-four hours.”

I didn’t offer an explanation, and he didn’t ask for one.  He didn’t fight me at all, beyond a single token effort.

How long he had been expecting this phone call to happen?

How long had he been waiting for all of this to come crashing down around him?

I began to ask him, but I was interrupted by the sound of my ringtone. My call to Quinn must have already ended.

I couldn’t tell if the two calls came back to back or several minutes apart. I couldn’t even look at the phone.

I stared straight ahead.

Twenty-four hours.

It was maybe enough time to keep Quinn from getting caught by whatever spies were lurking in the Felldeep. Maybe. But after that? If I didn’t give the Contessa what she wanted, she would send me a visceral reminder. Meph had nine remaining fingers. Two ears. Two eyes.

How long did I have before she started carving off pieces of him?

How long would she drag out his suffering before she realized I was never going to pay?

How long could I bide my time before we were ready to fight back?

Meph

The garage-style door rose with a clatter, and then slammed down again after one of my guards slipped through. He had a pair of cuffs at the ready.

“Hands.”

Obediently I thrust out my arms.

He had a taser, too, but it was cumbersome to hold onto it and manage the handcuffs at the same time. If I behaved for long enough, most of my guards eventually got lazy and stowed it at their side while they restrained me. The act put us in close contact. It wouldn’t be hard to overpower him while he was caught up in routine. Stun him with a headbutt, grab the taser, and light him up like a Christmas tree.

The other guard was still outside the door, but four weeks without resistance meant he’d lapsed in his vigilance. He wouldn’t have locked the door, and he wouldn’t get a chance to do so before I hurled it open.

I’d tried that particular routine a half dozen times by now. The hallway was as far as I ever got, because the second guard was always armed. No matter my determination, I couldn’t outrun a bullet, and I couldn’t tase him before he pulled the trigger. And damn it all, I wanted to live.

So this time I didn’t try to make a break for it. I didn’t fight. I kept my hands forward and my eyes down. I let him cuff me without resistance.

“On your knees,” he said, and then raised his voice. “He’s ready. Come on in.”

The door opened again and the second guard entered, carrying a thick white drop cloth and the day’s edition of the Daily Mail. Yesterday it was the New York Times. Before that, Der Spiegel. They changed the paper every day, but the publications were always among the most widely read on the planet. It made it impossible for me to guess exactly where I was. He pushed the paper into my hands and unrolled the drop cloth, holding it like a backdrop behind me while the other guard pulled out his phone. It was abrupt, just a few seconds of carefully rehearsed movement, and then the phone was stowed in a pocket and the tarp was rolled up again. There wasn’t enough time for me to make any signs or find some telling word to point to. Not that I hadn’t tried.

I cast a furtive glance at the paper.

“You wanna read?” my guard asked.

“Hold up,” said the other. “He can have it on the drive. I’ve got dibs on the sports pages. The Lakers played last night.”

The first guard rolled his eyes. “For God’s sake, you have a phone. Look it up.”

“I’m a traditionalist.”

“No, you’re a fucking Luddite.”

We were moving again? But we’d only just gotten here a few days ago.

I looked from one to the other, still silent.

“Keep him cuffed until he’s in the truck.”

The guards had already started moving. Before the sentence ended, they were in the hallway, and the door was rattling shut behind them.

That was an opportunity. They’d be too busy making arrangements to watch my security feed. I turned my back to the camera anyway before I fished the paperclip out of my cheek. A bit of effort straightened the clip and then doubled it into a hook. These weren’t the single lock handcuffs that could be easily shimmed open. They required a bit more fidgeting, but I knew how to do this. Hell, I could do it blindfolded with my hands behind my back. I’d done it plenty of times.

A little maneuvering, and one of the cuffs slid open, and then the other.

My hands were free, but I wasn’t. Not yet. I eased the cuffs shut around my wrists again, careful not to engage the locking mechanism. So long as my guards didn’t look closely, they wouldn’t be able to tell that I wasn’t actually restrained.

The guards returned almost an hour later, and they escorted me down the long hallways. The motion-sensitive lights flickered and flared to life as we approached. Normally I found the sudden leap from dark to light ominous. Now it felt like anticipation.

A door was pushed open, and sunlight swept through the cracks between the loading bay and the back of the truck. I kept my head down.

One of my guards turned away to open the back of the truck. The other watched him, restless and eager to get this over with. He didn’t glance my way until he heard the clatter of unhinging handcuffs, but by then it was too late. I had one arm around his neck and one hand at his side, pulling the handgun out of his belt. I didn’t get the chance to use it before three gunshots went off, echoing like thunder through the loading bay. One went wide. The other two lodged in the guard’s chest.

The man in my arms went limp and dropped away, taking my cover with him. I didn’t need him anymore.

There was a split second of silence as the remaining guard adjusted his aim. 

That was all the time I needed.

Arkay

My soldiers filed out of the truck first, securing the doorway against possible ambush. Our contact’s information wasn’t just good, it came with detailed schematics pulled from the foreman’s office. We’d been able to take down the pill boxes and bring down the main staff with surgical precision. The offices had been scoured for anything of tactical value, the workers had been captured alive, and the building had been blown into rubble by a dedicated explosives team. In a few weeks, the jungle would start to reclaim the land. There would be no evidence of the horrors that had happened on that spot.

Almost no evidence.

Most of my soldiers trudged off to the showers, but a few stayed behind to direct the long line of refugees through the dark Forest and into the hospital wing. As the stream of people slowed to a trickle, Yash sidled up beside me, barely a shape in the shadows, and pressed a bundle into my hand.

“How much did you get?” I asked under my breath.

“Four hours of my own footage, plus some good stills. I did a sweep of the premises before it went down. Got some good shots of the butcher shop. And I managed to snag a couple of the security tapes. Some instructional videos, too. Nothing that’ll be missed.”

“You’re the man, Yash.”

He offered me a wan smile, then melted back into the dark while I followed the line of people. Deeper into the Forest, the enormous figure of a cave troll emerged from the shadows, barely illuminated by the dim glow of her lantern.

“Not this way,” Dagny said to the refugees who tried to walk toward her. “There’s wet cement over here. You want to go that way. See the nymph over there with the glow stick? It’s blue? Yeah, you want to go to her.”

Beside Dagny stood a smaller figure, equally bald but decisively human. His eyes bulged with horror, and he swayed so hard he probably would have fallen down if not for Dagny’s enormous hand across the span of his back. He was one of a small army of academics I corresponded with back when Rosa was in the hospital. For the past nine months, I’d been smuggling them into the Felldeep. Only ever one or two at a time, and only ever with people I knew I could trust. It was always the same gambit: they got to see the Felldeep, meet the people, fall in love with our world.

And then they got a front row seat as refugees were marched out of death camps.

The tactic was as brutal as it was effective.

I settled beside him. “So how was the tour?”

Dagny blushed a faint shade of rose quartz. “Um... I think it went pretty well for the most part. Professor Hughes looked like he was having a nice time right up till the end, anyway. He said he liked my nails.”

“That’s because they’re hella cute,” I said. Dagny’s fingernails were easily as large as playing cards, and today they were painted to look like Monet’s waterlilies. It was part of what made her such an effective guide for our human visitors: for all her obvious monstrosity, there was a softness and sweetness to her that you couldn’t ignore.

She blushed deeper. “Um. Thank you. But I don’t think he’s having a very good time anymore. I’m really sorry about that.”

“It’s not your fault, Dagny. You did a great job tonight.”

Another refugee staggered our way, and Dagny stopped to point them to a safer path. Meanwhile, I turned my attention to Professor Hughes.

“Do you still think I’m making it up?” I asked quietly.

“I don’t know what to say,” Hughes whispered. The lantern light glinted off tear streaks on his face. “All these people...”

The refugees trudged, exhausted, through the darkened woods. Some, too mangled to walk, had to be carried by oni and other trolls. Around them, the air was thick with the scent of imprisonment— rank sweat, rancid meat, vomit, refuse, infection.

“Our doctors will do what they can for them.” Never mind that our head doctor was suddenly missing in action. “After this, we hold a meeting with our allies about placing the survivors in new homes elsewhere. And then we work on finding the next factory, and we start the process over again.”

“How many of these are there?” Hughes croaked.

“This is the eighth factory we’ve been able to find. The fifth with survivors.”

“Jesus Christ.” He swayed again, but Dagny caught him and kept him upright. “How could this happen?”

“The same way it always happens,” I said quietly. “People don’t know. The ones who know don’t care. The ones who care are past the point of exhaustion. If we keep going at this pace, it’ll kill us. If we don’t...” I nodded at the line of defeated bodies trudging through the dark. “So we keep going.”

“There’s got to be something I can do,” he said. “There’s got to—”

An emaciated sayona stumbled and fell, curling into a ball. Hughes gave a low cry and rushed to her side. Others among the refugees shrank away from the sudden movement, eyeing the human cautiously.

“Are you all right?” Hughes extended his hands and helped the sayona to her feet. “Do you think you can make it the rest of the way? Here. Lean on me.”

I cast an approving glance at Dagny, and then I fell into line beside Hughes as he started walking. “Do you really want to help?”

He stared at me, incredulous. Like he couldn’t grasp how anyone could see this kind of suffering and want anything else. It would be nice if the people who’d hurt this poor woman felt the same way.

I slipped the bundle Yash had given me into his hand. “That’s footage of our raid on the factory. Footage of what was done to these people. I want you to make copies.”

“I’ll send them to everyone,” he said. “I’ll go to the press.”

“Not yet,” I said. “There’s a time and a place, but it’s not now.”

“What are you waiting for?” he asked.

“Wait,” I said. “You’ll know when it’s time.”

Meph

Four stolen cars and two state lines later, I pulled over on the shoulder of the highway, beside which had once been a rest stop.

Now the ramp to enter the stop’s parking lot was barred and padlocked, and the space beyond was closed off with a chain link fence covered in bright orange signs. Warning. Danger. Do not cross. Geologically unstable. On the other side of the fence, the charred remains of the rest stop were barely visible from inside a sunken crater. A fissure shot away from the wreckage like an arrow, a depression in the earth that vanished into the mountain forests, following the collapsed tunnel that led into the Felldeep.

I didn’t stick around.

At the next town, I stopped at a library and looked up every Hoarde doorway I knew of. The Chinese restaurant in Madison had exploded in a gas leak. The bakery in Toronto had an electrical malfunction and went up in flames. The laundromat in Long Island had been blamed on arson.

I called Arkay’s number. No reply. I tried her email, but her away message said she’d be back by last July. I tried every way I could possibly think of to contact her, but I came away with nothing. Absolutely nothing. And I hadn’t been close enough with anyone else in the Hoarde to get a phone number, let alone bother memorizing it.

What the hell happened? Was the Hoarde even around anymore?

I was a wanted man driving stolen vehicles. I couldn’t just go to the nearest city and ask around for a secret monster organization.

I looked up Rosario Hernandez, on the off chance she hadn’t changed her name. I was met with three thousand results on Facebook alone.

There had to be somebody I could contact. Anyone who might still be on the grid.

Sweet Jesus, anyone.

I sat up.

Father Gabriel.

He wasn’t hard to find. He was too set in his ways to go to ground or quit his profession, and that made him one of only a couple dozen deaf Catholic priests in the world. A quick Google search told me he was still preaching ASL and LSE sermons up in Fort Wayne, not far from where he’d watched over Rosario.

It would have been an eight hour trip if I made it a straight shot, but I was a wreck. I managed clean clothes and a shower in a truck stop, and then ditched the car in a town called Pomeroy while I ate and slept. I still looked like shit, but at least I wasn’t immediately identifiable by smell alone.

Not to human noses, anyway.

I wondered how long it would take Arkay to pick up my scent if she crossed my path now. She was still alive. She had to be. Otherwise they wouldn’t keep taking my picture every few days. Proof of life meant somebody still cared if I lived or died. And there was only one person in the world who still fit that description.

I took a circuitous route to Fort Wayne, going wide out of my way and changing cars often to make sure I wasn’t being followed. Father Gabriel was my best chance, but he was still a civilian, and the last thing he needed was this mess on his shoulders.

***

I arrived in the city early, and took a pew in the back row of his Saturday morning sermon. Father Gabriel spoke while he signed, and his beatific face was projected onto the screen behind him to better show the movement of his hands. My own hands were covered by gloves, mostly to hide the missing finger. 

It was strange to sit in on his service. It had been years since I’d been to church, and those had always been fiery sermons on the importance of holding your ground against sin and being righteous warriors for God. Father Gabriel preached something else entirely. I listened in a near doze, lulled by his droning voice and the quiet peace of the room.

As the sermon ended, I lingered at the corners, watching as the rest of his flock lingered and exchanged fluttering words with him. He was a warm man, well loved by his congregation, and it took the better part of an hour before the chapel emptied and we had any semblance of privacy.

I stepped forward tentatively. The last time I saw this man up close, he had a broken leg and I had a gun trained on him.

He looked up as I approached, and his brow furrowed. Did he remember me? Did he remember what I’d done?

“Father Gabriel?” I said softly. “Listen, I’m sorry I’m coming here like this. I know I shouldn’t. But I need to talk to you. I need your help.”

He frowned, not looking at my eyes. “I’m very sorry, but I haven’t entirely mastered lip reading yet.”

Wait. “You can’t hear me?”

He laughed softly, but his gaze was still fixed on my mouth. “That’s one phrase I do know fairly well, actually. No. I’m afraid not. Do you sign? I can call for my interpreter, if you’d like.”

But that didn’t make sense. He wasn’t naturally deaf— it was something he’d done to himself. The kind of physical injury Styx was made for. I assumed he would keep up the pretense of his deafness after being healed, just because that kind of miracle would have attracted unnecessary attention. But after all this time?

I don’t understand, I wrote, when he offered me a pad of paper and a pen. Arkay should have fixed this.

He smiled gently. “She did offer to return my hearing. But I’ve found that I’m no less without it. And as I am now, I am better able help the people I serve. That’s all I require.”

I glanced back down at the paper and scribbled another note. 

I’m sorry. That was rude of me.

“Hardly the worst I’ve encountered, I assure you. But tell me, how can I help you?”

I hesitated. Do you remember who I am?

He raised his eyes from the paper and looked directly into mine. My knuckles tightened on the back of the pew as I braced myself for his judgment.

“You’re a young man who has lost your way and found it again more than a few times,” he said quietly. “But unless I’ve been misled, you’ve never once stopped trying to do what’s right.”

I swallowed.

“Arkay told me about your situation,” he said. “She said you might come to me for help.”

“So you’re in contact with her?” I asked aloud, and then scrambled to repeat the question on paper. You know where she is? Can you get a message to her?

He hesitated. “I can try. But I can’t promise altogether satisfying results. She hasn’t been returning my correspondences lately.”

Dread pooled in my chest. Outdated away messages?

“You too?” he asked softly.

When did you last hear from her?

“June. You?”

April. Something happened to her. I don’t know what. But I need to find her. If she’s in danger, I need to help her.

“I’m sorry,” the priest said. “I don’t know how to help you.”

I looked up. Maybe he did.

What about Rosario?

He blinked at the name. “What?”

The last I heard, Rosario was living outside the Felldeep. If there’s one person who can get into contact with Arkay, it’s—

I swore under my breath as another realization dawned on me.

When’s the last time you heard from Rosario?

“A few weeks ago,” he said. “Why?”

They came after me and Arkay. If they haven’t come after her, they will.

“Who? The—” He lowered his voice. “The Order?”

Them and another dragon. I don’t know what they want from Arkay, but they’re trying to hurt her. That’s why they did this to me.

“I don’t understand,” Father Gabriel said. “What did they— Dios mio!”

I ripped the glove off my mangled hand. My trigger finger was gone, the first knuckle mangled by a messy cauterization and puckered from infection.

I lowered my hand again to grip the paper. The pen shook as I wrote. What do you think they’ll do to Rosario?

He stared, wide-eyed and unbelieving. It took him several long seconds to tear his eyes away from my hand and back to the paper.

If something’s happened to Arkay, then Rosa might be in danger.

Do you know how to find her?

Please.

Slowly he shut his mouth and swallowed. “Rosario isn’t a part of all this anymore.”

I know. But that doesn’t mean they won’t come after her anyway.

Please, I wrote again.

“I...” He swallowed. “I’ll let her know you’re on your way.”

Arkay

Visiting the Valley was my oldest tradition. Even when we lived on the streets, Rosario insisted we bring food and supplies to the homeless camp whenever we had enough to spare, usually after I’d robbed some asshole and had to spend all his money before he cancelled his credit cards. She gave me a million reasons why it was worth my while to help out the Valley—that it was a sign of solidarity, that they’d help us when we were in need, that it would be better to have them on our side than against us—but in the end, only one reason mattered. They needed help, so Rosa wanted to help them. Because Rosa wanted it, I obliged. I kept going even after she got hurt, because that’s what she would have wanted me to do. Because it was the right thing to do.

Early on in my servitude, the Contessa had called me out on my monthly excursions to my native homeless camp. She accused me of using them as spies.

“I don’t know how things are in Germany,” I told her at the time, “but over here, government aid doesn’t actually cover things like diapers and tampons. Do you have any idea how awful it is to have a dragon’s sense of smell in a place where nobody can afford to get diapers and tampons? When you can’t afford your own tampons? And I’m not just talking smell, I’m talking as a vector for disease, especially because fresh water for hand-washing and showering is in short supply if you don’t have a house or the money to buy something first, because store employees like to rub it in your face that restrooms are only for paying customers, so you have to choose between being a paying customer and buying a fucking stick of cotton to shove up your vagina because it’s fucking Niagara Falls down there, and—”

That was about as far as I got before she hung up on me. She didn’t ask again.

As the official dragon of the Hoarde, I wasn’t limited to sending physical supplies. Now I had access to teams of doctors and therapists I could send in on a regular basis, and countless front businesses that needed human employees to man their registers. We took care of the residents of the Valley. And in return, they took care of us.

As soon as we arrived, I was greeted by the Mike Jones, the longtime mayor of the homeless camp. For a while we exchanged inane volleys of “how’s it going?” and “how are you” and all those other rites of polite conversation, and then Mike allowed the pleasantries to fall aside and leaned in close.

“How’s Rosa?” I asked quietly.

“She’s alright,” Mike said. “Still striking up conversations with folks waiting for the bus, still taking those long walks around town, that kind of thing. She started her new semester last week. We see her sometimes, heading to class. It gets dark early these days, but Sue always makes sure she gets home alright.”

I let out a heavy breath. “I appreciate it, Mike.”

He gave me a soft smile. “I know you didn’t always believe it, Arkay, but we take care of our own. Even if they don’t remember us.”

The Contessa had arranged for Rosa to move out of Chicago back to Indianapolis. It was a tactical move: the apartment was downtown and required a key to get in and out of the main building, which made it easy for her agents to monitor anyone who came and went. The lack of a parking lot near the building meant Rosa’s car was left with Kindra in Chicago, two hours away and unavailable in case of an emergency. Most importantly, moving her out here kept her isolated from the people who could possibly come to her rescue. Rosario was entirely vulnerable.

But more than a tactical move, bringing her to Indianapolis sent a message. This is where Rosa and I had been homeless together. This was where we’d measured our needs for food and warmth against basic dignity. We came from these streets, and this was where Rosa would die if I didn’t keep up my end of the deal.

But the Contessa miscalculated.

Because to the Contessa and the bodyguards she hired, the homeless were invisible. She didn’t see a community of people struggling to survive. People with voices. People with unlimited, untapped potential. People with internet access.

And, thanks to the flash drives hidden inside the supply crates every month, people with thousands of documents, photos, and videos that the Contessa wouldn’t like being made public.

A cluster of small children had gathered around us, breaking up our conversation. The oldest of them was maybe twelve, the youngest still wearing the diapers I’d delivered on my last visit. They weren’t all from the Valley. News of our supply runs travelled fast, and people tended to drop by when they heard we were coming, especially parents with little kids.

“Hey,” one of the older kids said. “You Arkay?” His arm was around a younger boy, maybe his little brother, who was leaning out so far that he nearly fell over.

“Yeah, that’s me.” I tilted my head. “What’s your name?”

“Devon.” His voice lowered into a mutter. “I heard some people around here sayin’ you’re a dragon. Like, with wings and stuff.”

I glanced at Mike and flashed a smile. “Sorry, kid. ‘Fraid I don’t have any wings.”

“See?” he told his brother. “I told you ol’ Sue was full of shit.”

“I never said that.” The last words slurred as my teeth sharpened. Blue scales rose and hardened across my skin, creeping down my face.

Devon’s mouth fell open.

His little brother’s eyes widened with glee. “See? She’s real! I told you!” His voice came in gasps. “I heard you got horns! Do you got horns?”

“Nah. Just antlers.” I grinned, toothy and wide. “Wanna see?”

It took effort and concentration to pull out a single aspect of my big-and-scaly form, rather than slipping into it entirely. Most of the time I did it in combat, armoring myself in scales or trading out flimsy human fingernails for claws. But I’d had more practice lately. The refugees we found tended to be skittish around new people, sure that every humanoid face was an Order soldier. Getting them out and to safety in a decent time frame was a balancing act: I had to look draconic enough to be trustworthy but still have a mouth that could handle basic speech. Turns out scales and such were pretty persuasive in that field. Also, giant-ass antlers added a solid foot and a half to my height, which made me a lot easier to see in a crowd.

And they were really freakin’ impressive.

The kids pressed in close, and I knelt down to give them a better look.

“Omigosh, it’s like a reindeer!” said one of the little kids.

I tilted my head from side to side, mostly just showing off. “Around Christmas, I have them out all the time and string them with the little blinking lights you put on a tree. Nadia over there hates it.” I wiggled my fingers at her, but she didn’t respond. She was frowning at her phone. I’d have assumed she was texting someone, but I recognized the statuesque grip of a person recording a video.

The kids giggled, and one of them reached a hand out to me. “Can I touch ‘em?”

“Go right ahead.” And the next thing I knew, I was being swamped by little hands, all of them petting and brushing at my antlers. It was weird—I didn’t have any nerve endings inside the antlers themselves, but I could feel the pressure of hands on me. A few hands strayed lower to pet my hair and my shoulders. Probably the little kids who didn’t know better. Maybe.

“All right, kids,” Mike said after a few minutes. “Time to let Arkay get up. Be sure to say thank you.”

There was a jumbled chorus of thanks from the kids, and slowly they dispersed, many of them back to parents who stood back and watched me with wary attention. Several people lowered their phones. 

Rosario

It was too cold for a walk in the park. The sidewalks were an obstacle course of ice and puddled slush, and the morning wind left my fingers numb as I clutched my cell phone, but I was too freaked out to stay cooped up indoors. I needed to be moving. And more importantly, I needed to have this conversation someplace where the entire conversation wouldn’t be heard and recorded.

On the other end of the line, I could hear Kindra stomping through her house. Where I was anxious, she was pure righteous fury. I appreciated her anger. It was easier to try to be calm while she fumed on my behalf. 

“Listen,” she said. “I know Gabriel’s a priest and all, but what the goddamn flying fuck? He just gave this guy your address?”

“His email said it was an emergency,” I said. “That this was all a matter of life and death.”

“Oh, it’s gonna be,” she muttered.

“I don’t even know if this is the same Adam Smith,” I said. “I tried looking him up, but there are like three thousand people with that name. For all I know he could be somebody else entirely.”

“Or he could be the guy who shot you.” On the other end of the line, a door slammed. “Have you tried emailing Father Gabriel back? Did you tell him how completely not okay this is?”

“That was the first thing I did.” I pulled my phone away from my face and checked my inbox again. “He still hasn’t written back.” 

“You don’t have to let him into your apartment,” Kindra said. “When he comes by, keep the door shut and don’t let him in. That’s what you’ve got bodyguards for, right? So they can kick his ass out of there.” 

I tugged at my braid. “But what if it really is important? What if it’s not even the same Adam Smith? I mean, I wouldn’t know. I’ve never seen the guy.” At least, not since I woke up from my coma. 

“No,” she said. “But I have.” 

It had only happened once. The night before I got shot, he’d picked me up from the place where Kindra and I worked. The fact that he’d been that close to my girlfriend still haunted me. She could have died. And unlike me, she didn’t have any supernatural kingpins waiting in the wings to wake her up. 

That was one nice thing about being forced to move all the time: as long as Kindra was in Chicago and I was in Indy, she couldn’t get caught in the line of fire. Unless, of course, she decided to swan dive right into the thick of it.

Which, from the sound of it, was exactly what she planned to do.

“Kindra, no.”

“Too late, I’m already in the car,” she said. “Give me three hours and I’ll be there.”

“Kindra!” 

“If it’s the same guy, then I want to be first in line in kicking his ass. Or second in line, if you want first. And if it’s not him, then you and I can do dinner and a movie or something, and we can send angry emails to Father Gabriel for springing this shit on you. We’ll even use nasty words like ‘darn’ and ‘heck’. He’ll be scandalized.” 

“Who needs bodyguards when I’ve got a knight in shining armor?” I asked dryly.

“I don’t have a white horse, I do have a Mustang and a Colt .45. Do you think that’ll work?” 

“Kindra, really,” I said, trying to be firm. “I don’t want you getting involved in this. It’s too dangerous.”

“I know.” Her voice became earnest. “But this is a genuinely freaky situation, and I really don’t like the thought of sitting on my ass while you have to deal with it on your own. Let me help you. I can put on booty shorts and wave pompoms while you beat the shit out of this guy, if you want, or I can make popcorn while your bodyguards bust his balls for you, or I can just hold your hand and let you know whether or not this guy is really the guy, so you have five minutes less worrying to do. I don’t care how I do it, Rosa, I just want to be there for you.” 

Despite the fact that I was standing in two inches of slush, I felt suddenly warm. “A movie does sound nice, actually.” 

“Then we can do a movie.” 

I let out a long, heavy breath. “Drive safe, okay?” 

“You stay safe, too,” she said. “I’ll be there soon. I love you.” 

“I love you, too.”

The call ended, and I lowered the phone. For a few seconds, Kindra’s smiling face lingered on the screen before it was replaced by my inbox. Father Gabriel still hadn’t emailed me back, but I could still see the timestamp on his message. 

If she didn’t run into traffic, Kindra would be here in three hours. 

According to Father Gabriel, Adam Smith would be here in two. 

Meph

It was unnervingly easy to get into Rosario’s apartment building. There was no doorman, no heavy security at all beyond a locked front door. All I had to do was jog up and say “hold the door, I forgot my key” while another tenant was leaving to walk his dog, and I was inside the lobby. The Contessa’s goons could have breached it in a heartbeat. 

Rosario’s apartment was on the fourth floor, high enough above the roof of the building next door to make climbing in through the window inconvenient, but not particularly difficult. At least the door had a deadbolt, though a few solid kicks could probably bring it down.

That’s why you’re here, I told myself. Somebody has to protect her.

I took a deep breath and knocked.

For several long seconds, there was silence. Then the muffled sounds of footsteps moving behind the door.

After nearly a minute, I knocked again. “Rosario?”

The floor creaked. She was probably watching me through the peephole. 

“Listen, I’m sorry for coming here like this,” I said. “I know you probably don’t want to see me, and I wouldn’t be bothering you if I could help it. And I promise, if you just hear me out you’ll never have to see me again.”

“And if I don’t hear you out?” a muffled voice said from the other side of the door. 

I shut my mouth. The natural answer was that I’d conduct surveillance from a discreet distance, but acting like a crazed stalker probably wasn’t the best way to earn her trust.

“I... don’t actually know,” I said. “Coming here in person was kind of my last resort.” 

“As opposed to emailing me, you mean. Or calling me. Or sending me a postcard, or a snap, or a tweet. None of that occurred to you?” 

“I don’t have a phone.” Now that I said it, I realized how stupid that sounded. “I... I’m sorry. I haven’t slept in...” God, how long had it been since I escaped? “I’m not thinking clearly.” 

“You’re not thinking clearly, and you want me to let you into my apartment?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. Most of my thoughts for the past how-many-hours had been occupied with spiraling fears of the Contessa and her soldiers. Every car I passed on the highway might have been one of theirs. Every truck could have been transporting another prisoner. There hadn’t been room in my head for any scenarios that didn’t involve them finding me again. 

“I’m sorry,” I said again. “I didn’t even think—would you rather talk someplace more public? The bar next door? Or the... I think that was a library up the street? I swear I’m not trying to make you uncomfortable.”

“You sure about that?” The door opened. “Because you’re doing one hell of a good job of it.” 

When I had known Rosario, she had been all softness and gentle warmth. Everything from the lines of her smile to the curve of her shoulders had been inherently disarming. But that had been almost four years ago, and something had changed. She still looked mostly the same, but for the first time, I was intimately aware of how much taller than me she really was. Her heavy frame seemed less pillowy and more solid, her stance less open and more guarded. She leaned against the door frame, watching me with careful eyes. Her baggy sweater bunched around the small of her back. 

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“You say that a lot.”

“I have a lot to be sorry for.” 

For a moment she didn’t reply. She studied me intently, her long lashes heavy over her clear brown eyes. Finally she spoke: “You’re him, aren’t you?”

I swallowed. “I’m—” 

I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I’ve changed. I’ve learned. I tried to help Arkay save you. I tried to make up for the things I did. I tried to be better. I tried, I tried, please believe me, I tried. 

I cleared my throat, trying not to choke on the words. “I’m the one who shot you.”

“That’s one mystery solved.” She stepped back from the door and jerked her head to one side. “Come in and tell me what the hell you’re doing here.” 

“Are you sure?” I glanced nervously down the hall. “If you’d rather talk someplace else—”

“I’ve got three bodyguards and a pissed-off girlfriend drawing straws about who gets the first crack at you,” she said. “If you try anything, they’ll make you regret it. So there’s no reason to get the police involved, too.” 

“Oh.” I meekly followed her through the door, wincing as it shut behind me. But there were no vengeful combatants waiting on the other side. The apartment was innocent and mundane. A television took up the far wall, the screen paused on a pair of beautiful women gazing soulfully into each other’s eyes. A stack of textbooks lay open on the coffee table, their pages marked with colorful post-its. I tore my gaze away from this exposed slice of her private life and back to her.

She stood over a secondhand couch, carefully angling her body so I wouldn’t see the gun tucked into the waistband of her jeans. 

“You came here for a reason,” she said. “What is it?” 

“I think you’re in danger. Not from me,” I added quickly, and the rest came out in a hopeless babble. “I swear I wouldn’t—but there’s a dragon. The Contessa. She’s had me locked up for almost a year now, and I only got out yesterday, and now everything’s wrong. I’ve tried contacting Arkay, and I can’t get through to her. Nothing I’ve tried works. I don’t know what’s safe anymore. I don’t know who to trust. But I know she hates Arkay, and if she’s willing to use me to get to her, then she might not stop there. She might try to come after you. And maybe both of you know all of this already, but I had to warn you. And...” I faltered, ashamed. “And I need to talk to Arkay. I don’t even... I just to hear her voice. Just...”

I looked helplessly back up at Rosario. She returned my gaze, but there was less of an edge in her stare. In its place was something like pity.

“Okay,” she said. “We’re going to try that again, but with complete sentences this time. Now start at the beginning and explain.”

And I did. The words came out in a jumble of halting sentences and hopeless backtracking, but at least Rosario was listening. Unfortunately, I only got a few sentences in when I was interrupted by a sharp knock at the door.

“Miss Hernandez?” asked a curt, military voice. “Is everything alright in there?”

Rosario sighed. “Surprisingly, yeah.” She didn’t seem all that shocked by the interruption, or by the sound of a key in the door.

“We’re coming inside,” said the voice on the other side.

There was no reason to panic. She had mentioned bodyguards before, after all. “I take it that they finished drawing straws?” 

“I guess so.” 

The door opened, and I suddenly wanted to hide behind something. Under something. Three burly rakshasa stepped inside, their winter coats bulging over weapons and armor. Instinctively I backed away from them, retreating into the relative safety of the living room.

This was fine. They were here to protect Rosario. Not to lynch me. Even though that was more or less what she’d threatened earlier. She could keep them from attacking me. Even though Arkay hadn’t been able to do that, and she was a dragon.

The anxious sweat running down my neck probably didn’t make me look any more innocent right about now. 

“Are you alright?” asked the closest rakshasa, immediately looking Rosario up and down for injuries. The one behind him fixed me with a considering glare. All three looked like they could break me in half. 

“I’m fine,” Rosario said, though her posture didn’t relax. “Adam, tell them what you told me.” 

I glanced at her and tried not to beg with my eyes. The last few times I had to plead my case to people who were deciding whether or not to kill me, I’d had time to prepare a statement beforehand. Anxiety attacks were easier to deal with when I wasn’t preparing a speech extemporaneously. 

“They’re the ones who can help you, anyway.” Her voice was firm, but there was some comfort in it. “I haven’t had Arkay’s number in my contacts since the last time I switched phones. If you want to talk to her, their boss is the one who’s gonna be able to hook you up.” 

“Explanations aren’t necessary,” one of the rakshasa said. “We know who he is.”

“Do you?” Rosario asked, sounding less than impressed. 

“Miss Hernandez, your life is in danger. We’re here to relocate you to a safer location.”

Unimpressed became incredulous. “Again? For how long?”

“Until the danger has passed. I need both of you to come with me.”

She stood straighter, her stance rooted into the floor. “I just started a new semester!”

“Miss Hernandez, this is a very serious matter.”

“I know,” she said, unmoving. “That’s what you said when you relocated me here, and you said that would only be for a couple of weeks, and that was in August. Where are we going, and how long are we going to be there? Should I even bother writing this essay?”

The rakshasa advanced slowly, approaching her like she was a wild animal. “We’re doing this to protect you. Arkay was very clear—” 

“I don’t want her protection,” Rosario snapped. “I want to know what the hell is going on. I’m not going to let her yank me around unless I have all the information.”

“We don’t have the authority to make those kinds of demands,” the second rakshasa said.

“Then have Ivan do it,” she said. 

My blood ran cold. “Ivan? The...” I swallowed against a rope that wasn’t there. “The minotaur?”

“Yeah,” she said. “He works for Arkay.”

“No, he doesn’t.” My voice came out strangled and hoarse. 

The nearest rakshasa turned to loom over me. “Ivan Pandev is the Head of Security under Arkay.” 

No, he wasn’t. He resigned almost a year ago. Besides, he and Arkay hated each other. There was no way in hell she’d bring him back on. Especially not after he’d tried to murder me.

I straightened my own stance and tried to fake a confidence I didn’t feel. “I’ll believe that when I hear it from Arkay.” 

The bodyguard’s lips peeled back, revealing a pair of golden teeth where his tusks used to be. “We don’t take orders from you.”

“But you take them from me,” Rosario said, stepping close. “Whatever the hell’s going on, your boss can explain it to me herself.” 

The other two rakshasa exchanged looks of exasperation.

“Miss Hernandez, this is an urgent matter—”

“Then she can do it over the phone,” she said. “I want to talk to her.”

“A dragon can’t be bothered with every minute detail of every operation,” he said. “She’s too busy—”

They couldn’t have told a more bald-faced lie. 

“Too busy for me, maybe,” I said. “Not for Rosario. Go ahead and call Arkay. See what she thinks about all of this.” 

“Sir?” asked one of the rakshasa covering the door. His voice betrayed a note of unease.

“Not much of a choice, is there?” asked the leader, and he reached into his pocket for his phone. He stepped back, watching us as his call went through, but his open contempt didn’t seem to faze Rosario. “Sir? This is is Jay. Please extend our apologies to the Contessa. It seems they already know.” 

Arkay

I tapped at the earpiece connected to my phone.

“Er... boss?” I only vaguely recognized the voice of one of the secretaries working in administration, let alone her name. She was a... selkie, maybe? One of these days, I was going to make name tags a mandatory part of the uniform. “There’s an emergency meeting. You’re needed in the conference room right away.” 

“What kind of emergency?” I asked, but I got no answer. She’d already hung up.

I frowned at my phone. What the hell?

I headed toward the conference room, but I turned on my headset and sent another call before I got through the door. “Hey, Nadia. You hear anything about an emergency?”

“What? Where?” The quality of the call shifted as she put me on speaker to check her phone. “No, I haven’t been sent anything. What happened?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out.” That wasn’t at all suspicious or anything. Of the two of us, Nadia was the most capable of defusing a bad situation. I only ever got called in first when the problem needed a dragon’s stamp of approval, heavy lifting, or a quick substitute for a car battery. 

“Tell me what you find,” Nadia said.

“I’ll do you one better. Stay on the line and you’ll get a front row seat.” 

The Felldeep was a labyrinth of unmarked magic doors that jumped nonsensically from one end of the compound to the other. If you knew your way around, you could cross from any one room to any other in less than five minutes. If you didn’t know your way, you could get lost for months. It was another line of defense to protect against the Order and their soldiers. If by some miracle they got past the Forest, they wouldn’t get much farther. 

But the Order wasn’t our only enemy.

The scent hit me the second I opened the door: a combination of musk and tree sap and sickly sweet flowers that grated my nerves and boiled my blood. And coursing through it like a neon sign for the senses: the unmistakable smell of dragon.

In the bright pink armchair at the end of the conference table sat the Contessa, flanked by an eight-foot minotaur, both watching me with unfiltered contempt. 

That explained how she’d gotten in here. Ivan had lived most of his life in the Felldeep, and half of that as our head of security. Nobody knew these halls like him.

“Ivan. And the Contessa.” I forced my expression into something slightly more genial than a snarl. “You should have called ahead. I would have prepared refreshments.”

Nadia hissed a Russian profanity into my earpiece. “They’re here?” 

Ahead of me, the Contessa flashed her teeth. “Come now, Schlängelchen. It’s rude to give our names without introducing your friend. Who is that on the phone?” 

Nadia swore again.

The Contessa’s smile hardened. “Don’t make me repeat myself.” 

This was a calculated move. The Contessa wouldn’t come here except to make a power play. Defying her now would have consequences. But the smell of her skin and her nasty-ass perfume flooded my senses, and it made me want to kill something. Preferably her. Preferably slowly. Fuck no, I wasn’t going to answer her fucking invasive questions. And I especially wasn’t throwing Nadia under the proverbial bus to do it.

But the Contessa had given me a command. Disobedience came with a price tag, and Meph would be the one footing the bill. 

“Arkay,” Nadia said slowly. “Go ahead. Tell her. She probably already knows.”

I pried my jaws apart. “Nadia says hello.” My teeth were sharp enough to cut my tongue.

“Very good.” The Contessa’s eyes were wide and dark, and her manicured nails had been almost entirely replaced by claws. She was as affected by my scent as I was by hers. Which made for two dragons holding on to self-control and rationality by the tips of our very sharp fingernails. 

I forced myself to take a breath through my mouth. It helped with the smell, barely. “To what do I owe this...” ‘Pleasure’ was too big a lie. “...visit?” 

“You have no one to blame but yourself.” The Contessa’s grin widened. “Did you really think you could escape me? Did you really think there wouldn’t be consequences?” 

Oh shit. 

“She knows,” Nadia breathed.

I backed up. “Listen. Whatever you think this is, it’s not.” 

“Don’t waste your time making up stories. They’ve already been caught in the act.” She made a small gesture, and Ivan grunted into his phone. The screen at the far end of the room lit up with a security feed of the interior of an apartment. Three burly rakshasa crowded in the foreground, their backs to the camera. Rosario stood facing them, looking bewildered and betrayed. And backing away from her, a four-fingered hand rising pre-emptively to his throat, was Meph.

Meph. Out and free. With Rosario.

The beautiful idiot had managed to escape one trap and walked right into another one. 

“I... I didn’t do this,” I rasped.

“You’re lying.” 

This couldn’t be happening. Not here. Not now. Not like this.

“It’s true! I didn’t— I had nothing to do with this!” 

“I didn’t call you here to defend yourself. I called you here to watch.” She raised her hand. Ivan opened his mouth to speak.

So did I. “Nadia, pull up the launch codes.” 

The Contessa narrowed her eyes. “If you’re going to bluff, Schlängelchen, you must make it believable. You don’t have nuclear warheads.”

“There’s more than one kind of nuclear.” Desperation and fury collapsed into a singularity, leaving behind the inescapable gravity of calm. “Anything happens to the two of them, and I release everything on our servers onto the Internet. Irrefutable proof of dragons. The coordinates of every one of your safehouses and strongholds. The names and aliases of all your pets.” My lips parted to show my teeth. “Tell me, how long do you think your little tryst with the Archduchess and Commandant Durer will be trending on Facebook?” I tsked. “Teaming up with two different flavors of Nazi. Gotta tell you, that won’t go over well.”

The Contessa’s expression froze onto her face. 

Ivan’s ears flattened against his skull. “You wouldn’t dare.”  

“Try me.”

“Do you have any idea— you’ll expose everyone! The humans will launch a genocide on our kind. Thousands of our people will die!”

I turned my eyes to him. “Right now, I’m concerned about two.” 

He started forward. “Your Grace—”

“Calm yourself, darling,” the Contessa said coldly. “There are no such materials on the Hoarde’s servers. You’ve seen for yourself.”

I snorted. “You really think I was gonna store that shit here? It’s already out there. All I have to give the signal, and it goes global. You’ve heard about the internet, haven’t you? Once something’s out there, it never goes away.”

“Your Grace!” Ivan was practically begging. 

Good. 

“That is enough, Ivan,” she snapped. “She is lying. She won’t burn the whole world for the likes of them.”

Ivan stared at her, and back to me. His nostrils flared; his eyes were ringed with white. He knew better than to question my priorities. 

I peeled back my lips in a savage grin. “Nadia—” 

Ivan vaulted over the chair and charged. His whole body bent double, his head down, his horns forward to maul. Eight feet of solid muscle barreled into me with all the force of a wrecking ball.

But unlike minotaurs, wrecking balls are stable.

I braced myself and grabbed him by the horns and the chest, directing all of that momentum up and away from me. For a wild moment he was suspended in the air, and then he came crashing down onto the conference room floor. 

I crouched over him, braced one knee against his shoulder, and grabbed his horns with both hands. A good twist and I could snap his neck. Let’s see what the Contessa was willing to do to protect her ‘darling’. 

But when I looked up, the Contessa wasn’t at the end of the table. Neither was my armchair.

Before I could look around, the mass of hardwood and upholstery crashed down over my head. Shattered wood sliced my shoulders. Broken springs carved into my back. I lay stunned, buried under loose springs and torn cotton that still smelled like a house fire. 

“Arkay?” Nadia sounded like she was running. “Arkay, are you still there?” 

I was too winded to reply.

The Contessa’s heels clicked vindictively as she stepped over me, the hem of her dress collecting blood and sawdust as it trailed the ground. She bent over Ivan and pulled the phone from his belt, deactivating his Bluetooth. 

“I’ve had enough of this game,” she said into the mic. “Kill them.” 

I wrapped my hand around the nearest shard of splintered wood and I rammed it into her perfect fucking leg. 

She hissed in pain and stumbled forward. I lunged at her, reaching wildly for the phone. I needed to call them off. I had to stop them, dammit!

The Contessa writhed out of my grip, but that only drove the spike deeper into her calf. I scrambled to get on top of her, but this time she slammed the phone into my face.

I fell back, my ears ringing and lightning flashing across my eyes. Blood poured from my nose. 

With a guttural snarl, she yanked the spike out of her leg. Then she reached higher, and drew a syringe from a garter belt on her thigh. I recognized the pale blue liquid instantly.

Styx. Of course she wouldn’t come here without it.

“You miserable worm.” She grabbed me by the hair and dragged me upright. “Your pets are going to suffer for what you’ve done. I will peel the nerves from their eyes and string them with pearls.”

My back was to the screen, but I could hear the muted crack of gunfire. 

No. No, no, no.

The Contessa pulled me closer, her lips pulling back to reveal fangs. She was going to rip my throat out with her teeth.  

“Do it now, Nadia,” I whispered. I didn’t wait to hear her confirmation. My whole body surged with electricity, and the earpiece erupted into static. The Contessa’s back arched, her face contorting in a silent scream as every muscle fired at once, and she fell, twitching, at my feet.

Rosario

“Please extend our apologies to the Contessa. It seems they already know.”

That didn’t make sense. I knew these people almost as long as I could remember. I knew their birthdays. I’d baked them cookies.  And yes, I didn’t like that they kept me on such a tight leash, but I still trusted them not to hurt me. 

Lakshmi, the youngest of the three, was worrying her tongue over the dental implants where her tusks used to be. 

Huge, muscular Deo was looking at me with the same sympathy he’d worn when I told him I’d signed up for Advanced Astrophysics. 

But Jay’s face had become a stony, unfeeling mask over a face that had once been so very expressive. He was still listening intently to the Bluetooth in his ear, and the hairs prickled on the back of my neck. 

“Wait. You really don’t work for Arkay?” I asked. 

“Oh God,” Adam whispered beside me.

“Everything’s going to be okay,” Lakshmi said. “There’s just been some reorganization lately, and—”

“Lakshmi, shut up,” Deo said. He looked me in the eye, but there was no softness in his expression. “You’re going to die, Miss Hernandez. Sorry about that. It’s nothing personal.” 

I backed up further, bumping into Adam. “I—I don’t understand. Why? What did I do wrong?”

“Nothing,” Deo said. “You didn’t do anything. This isn’t your fault.”

My voice rose an octave. “But you’re going to kill me?” 

“Nobody’s killing anyone!” Lakshmi said.

“We have our orders,” said Jay. 

“Our orders were to guard her!”

“Yeah, well, they changed. It’s not our problem.”

“How can you say that?” Lakshmi demanded. “These aren’t just orders, this is Rosario! Do you actually mean to tell me you’re just alright with murdering her like this?”

I shifted slightly to get a glimpse of Adam, currently squeezed between me and the window overlooking the lobby. His expression was a storm of panic and military concentration, and just a smidge of indignation. His hand slid along the small of my back toward the Glock I’d stuffed into my pants. I caught his hand in mine and gave it a warning squeeze. Hopefully none of my guards would take the movement as anything more than gesture of comfort. I didn’t want them to remember I was armed.

“If you could just tell me why all this is happening,” I pleaded. 

“Nothing’s happening!” Lakshmi said.

“Shut up already,” Deo snapped. “The Contessa says she they need to die, so that’s just the way it is. It’s out of our hands.”

“Who even is that?” I asked. “I’ve never heard of this person. If I’ve done something to upset her, I’m sorry. Please, if I can just—”

“No, you can’t.” Jay pulled out a Glock of his own. “We’ve wasted enough time. This ends—” 

It happened in the blink of an eye. Jay took aim. Lakshmi dove at him and yanked Jay’s gun aside. The first cracks of gunfire filled the room, but the bullets went wide, lodging in the TV. 

Adam reached for my gun, but I was faster to draw. Deo was faster still, but he wasn’t aiming at me.

Another two gunshots split the air, and Lakshmi slid to the ground, bleeding from a bullet wound in her thigh.

I took aim. 

I was no sharpshooter, but three years regular attendance at a shooting range meant that when I pulled the trigger, I didn’t miss. Three rounds tore through the bulk of Deo’s winter coat and came to a stop below his right shoulder. Another three hit Jay square in the stomach. The bullets wouldn’t penetrate their Kevlar vests, but the force of the gunshots would still send them to the floor. 

I whipped around and raised my gun again, this time firing over Adam’s shoulder. He yelped, but his cry was drowned out by the sound of shattering glass. I lunged at him, shoving him through the window and diving after him a moment later. 

We fell a solid ten feet onto the roof of the lobby. Splinters of broken glass stabbed through my clothes, but right then, I was more concerned about bullets. I rolled to my feet, pulling Adam up beside me. 

“Against the wall!” I hissed, dragging him to the bricks immediately underneath the broken window. An instant later, Deo appeared in the window, staring wildly at the rooftop. But the angle was all wrong. He couldn’t see us unless he leaned out of the window. 

He leaned forward.

“Shoot him,” Adam breathed. “Do it now.”

I shook my head. “The angle is all wrong. I’d kill him.”

“What do you think he’s trying to do to us?” 

The outburst caught Deo’s attention, and he turned to look at us, a gun already in his hands. Before he could pull the trigger, I fired another volley at the window. All three bullets lodged harmlessly into the brick, but Deo dove for cover.

“We need to get out of here,” Adam said.

I was struck with a moment of indecision. Should head toward the street, or toward the alley? Or should we split up and divide the chance of Deo and Jay catching us? Could I even trust Adam?

He didn’t give me the chance to decide before he grabbed my hand and pulled me to the edge of the roof. I hesitated for a moment, staring at the distance between the rooftop and the snow-covered ground below. Immediately my mind flashed with warnings of broken ankles and damaged knees and all the things that hadn’t mattered moments ago when people were being shot at.

Adam pulled me out of my thoughts. “Hey. Take my hand, I’ll help you down.”

I gave him a side-eye. “I’m heavy.”

“I’m motivated.” 

I didn’t accept his help, but the offer was enough to push me over the edge of the roof. It was hard enough doing it on my own; no way could I manage it while trying to navigate some guy’s hand, too. He jumped down after me without hesitation, and we took off running.

I heard familiar voices in pursuit a few seconds later. 

“This way.” I grabbed his wrist and took off down a slush-covered street, cutting through a parking lot and behind the corner of a Mediterranean restaurant. It wasn’t great cover, but it would work in the short term. 

“You should have shot him,” Adam muttered.

“He’s my friend! Right up until five minutes ago, anyway.” 

“They’re not your friends, they’re weirdly friendly prison wardens. And if you’re not going to shoot them, then we need to—”

“I’ve got a better idea.” I grabbed his hand again and made a mad dash across the parking lot, and my guards followed. More gunshots rang out, and suddenly the parking lot was a cacophony of blaring alarms and flashing headlights and a million obvious distractions. I bent almost double to take cover under the cars as we zigzagged between the parking spaces. But my guards weren’t making the same concessions, and they were gaining on us. In a few seconds they’d have us. 

“Watch your step!” I shouted.

I let go of Adam’s hand to leap over a patch of snow that divided the parking lot from the street. Adam followed behind me, leaping over the same snowbank and landing on the street beside me.

Deo emerged from the parking lot half a second after we did, and he was barreling after us like a train on a track, right through the snow drift we’d jumped. He got all of a step and a half, and suddenly he was buried waist deep in slush and snow. Apparently he’d forgotten about the rain gardens that collected the runoff from the city roads.

While Deo dragged himself out of the pit, Jay continued the chase.

“Up here!” I scrambled up a waist-high wall and kept going across a snowy lawn in the shadow of a towering concrete eyesore. It was a riot-proof monstrosity with a tacky rainbow paint job that did nothing to hide its brutalist architecture. The top-heavy building housed a number of offices. Locals just called it the Federal Building, and considering the department offices that were housed inside, that wasn’t an inaccurate description.

I slowed my pace to a fast walk and glanced over my shoulder. Deo was reaching for his gun, but Jay grabbed him by the shoulders, pointing at the rainbow tower and, likely, its impressive array of security cameras. 

“That’s right,” I muttered. “Go ahead and try shooting at us right here. Right now. See what happens to you.”

Police sirens howled through the winter air. Deo vanished back into the parking lot, while Jay crossed onto the other side of the street. 

“We need to get out of here,” Adam said. 

“You’re kidding, right?” I asked. “This is the safest place to be right now.”

“It would be, sure. But right now you’re the one with a nearly-empty Glock and an arm full of powder burns. What do you think those cops are going to do when they find you?”

Well, crap. “Come on,” I said. “I’ve got another idea.” 

Arkay

I whirled to face the screen, silently begging any god that could hear me that all those shots were somehow not fatal. Let there still be time to save them.

But the security feed on Rosa’s apartment showed a broken window and footprints on a snowy roof. The only body in the apartment belonged to a groaning rakshasa. 

But there had been three of them in the room.

“Nadia? Nadia, can you hear me?” 

No response. My phone was fried, the case partially melted. There’d be no salvaging it.

Shit. I pried the Contessa’s phone out of her hands and frantically pawed at its power button. 

By some miracle, there was no lock screen. I blundered through the German text to find the call logs, and dialed the most recent number. On the conference room screen, the wounded rakshasa twitched and looked up. A cell phone lit up on the floor beside her. 

I had no idea where the other two were, but I couldn’t contact them. There was no chance of calling off the attack from here.

I started dialing Nadia’s number, but a clawed hand raked across my back. The Contessa was rising to her feet, disheveled and furious. Unnatural heat radiated off her skin, warping the air between us. 

I scrambled away. “Give it up, Contessa. I already gave the order. In a couple of minutes, the entire world will know all about us both. You’ve lost.” 

“You don’t know the meaning of that word,” she snarled.

I didn’t have time for a vocabulary lesson. I needed to get to Meph and Rosa before the Contessa’s attack dogs did. 

The Contessa lunged for me, but I dove to the side, rolling over the wreckage of my old armchair and out of the conference room. I slammed the door shut behind me and raked my claws over the wood. But before I could disrupt the runes that fueled the door’s magic, it burst open, throwing me back into the hallway. The Contessa stepped through, ready for a fight, but I had no interest in engaging her. I turned and ran, hurtling through the next door and then the next with barely a glance at where they led. The Contessa’s gait was longer than mine, but she was also running on stilettos and a fucked-up leg. I could lose her in the labyrinthine hallways, and then we could isolate her in one of the back halls. 

But I’d miscalculated. She tore after me, her claws gouging the floor as she ran after me barefoot, leaving an ever-shrinking trail of blood in her wake as the Styx did its work. The pain of her mangled leg barely slowed her down. With every step, I was losing my edge. 

Change of plans, then. I skipped the first several doors I passed and dove through the next. The light of the hallway vanished, and the bright LEDs were replaced by the impenetrable dark of the Forest. As soon as I emerged among the trees, I veered sharply to the right and kept running, weaving blindly through the trees. It didn’t matter that the Contessa had a dragon’s sense of smell; this whole cavern smelled like me, and without Ivan to guide her, she could wind up wandering for days, assuming she didn’t take a wrong door and wind up in Siberia or something. 

Behind me came a crackling roar. The forest lit up in shades of red and gold, striped where the light filtered through the trees. Living shadows rushed to snap up the light, but they couldn’t keep up before more trees went up in flames. Vast jets of dragonfire billowed through the branches, catching four or five trees at a time, and the fire leaped from the branches to spread even further. 

The Forest was lit up like high noon. For the first time, I could see the domed ceiling and the sheer walls, the stripes that marked where there had once been an underground reservoir, the scrapes where Comet sharpened her antlers. The cavern seemed so much smaller without the endless possibilities of darkness. 

I didn’t stop running, but the moment of distraction was enough to slow me down. The Contessa dove on me and buried her claws in my back. I covered myself in scales and tossed my head back, goring her with my antlers. She pulled back, but only for an instant. When she struck again, she sank her fangs into my shoulder, barely missing my neck. 

We rolled and clawed at each other, gaining mass with every slash and snarl. She grabbed me by the ankle and swung me into a tree, and it exploded with a shower of flames and sparks. Searing heat leeched into my back, and when I rolled away, I left a layer of scorched flesh behind. I returned every hit she landed, but the bigger she grew, the less it mattered. The black smoke left me blind and gasping. The hot air was impossible to breathe. My slashes barely broke her skin while hers cracked my bones. I blocked and dodged the worst of her attacks, but that would only save me for so long.

She only needed one solid hit to land home. Just one. And my reflexes were slowing.

A shapeless mass crashed through the burning trees and wrapped around her face, muffling her frantic roars. She raked her claws around the fleshy mass, and mixed bodily fluids poured from the long gouges. 

“Terry!” I shouted.

“I got ‘er, boss!” Their words were badly garbled, echoing through several fractured mouths as the Contessa carved them into ribbons. “Hurry, get—” 

With a final shriek, the Contessa ripped the veil of the eldritch abomination off her face and started after me again. Terry lunged again and snared her ankle. Again she thrashed, momentarily caught.

I had to end this. Terry was hard to hurt, but even they had their limits. 

I ran. Blood poured and bones protested with every step, but I had to keep going. I had to get to the door. 

The Contessa would chase me. At this point, I didn’t think she’d be able to resist even if she wanted to, the instinct to kill was so strong. But out in the open, in plain sight of thousands of humans and their cameras and their phones, she wouldn’t dare get all big and scaly, and that meant I’d have at least the ghost of a chance of fighting her off. 

I burst through the door and into a snowy road in central Indianapolis. The cold hit me hard, but I kept running, straight into the middle of the street. A white sedan slammed on the brakes, its tires skidding on the ice as it careened toward me. There was no chance to escape. I could only roll over its hood, leaving a smear of blood in my wake.

I lost another moment as I lay helplessly dazed, staring through the horrified driver through a blood-spattered windshield. 

She threw open the door, already scrambling for her phone. “Oh God— lady, are you okay? Jesus, you just came out of nowhere! I’m calling 911, just hold on—”

I didn’t wait for her to finish before I grabbed her phone out of her hand.

“Hey, that’s my—” The rest of her sentence was lost as I threw her onto the sidewalk and slid into the seat of her sedan. The keys were still in the ignition. 

“Wait!” she scrambled to her feet. “My car!” 

“It’s an emergency,” I said, and I threw the car into gear and ground the gas pedal into the floor mat. I dialed in a different number. It connected on the first ring. “Nadia, shit just got real.”

“I know,” she said. “I have Mike on the other line. The videos are being uploaded as we speak. But Arkay—” 

There was a crash, and the door to the Felldeep burst into flames. 

Behind me, eight inches of snow dissolved into steam around a creature of fire and blood. 

Rosario

Almost the second we crossed the lawn of the government building, I pulled Adam toward an enormous war monument, and then he yanked me on a sharp right behind an apartment building. 

There were no straight lines. Every move was twisting and turning.

“Where are we going?” he asked.

“Downtown,” I said. “We can lose them in the mall.” It was big and public and there were plenty of people to witness a potential murder. More importantly, the mall connected to a whole network of tunnels and gerbil tubes that went all over the city. Once we got in, we could keep avoiding Jay and Deo forever. Or at least as long as it took for Kindra to reach us.

I checked my phone. 

Just passed Lebanon, she wrote. ETA 30 minutes. Stay safe.

I was trying. 

But I was so cold it was getting hard to think. I’d expected Adam to meet me inside my apartment where my bodyguards could keep an eye on him, so I was slogging through snow and slush in a sweater, yoga pants, and house slippers, all of which were rapidly soaking through. I kept one hand stuffed in my armpit for warmth, and the other clamped fiercely around Adam’s wrist. I couldn’t even feel my toes anymore, and my waist was encircled with a constant biting pain from where my shirt rode up to expose my midriff to the wind. 

I needed to get inside, so I cut through the Salesforce Tower. It was the biggest building downtown, lined with mirrors and marble. But more importantly for me, it was open to pedestrian traffic, and let out just a block away from the mall. I pulled Meph to a shiny escalator hurried him up the steps before I paused to catch my breath. We were on a landing, out of sight from the street below. It wasn’t perfect cover, but it would give us a few minutes. 

“Are you alright?” Adam asked. 

I caught my reflection in a mirrored pillar. My clothes were soaked with sweat as much as grimy slush, my hair hung in lank tendrils out of its braid, and my skin was a blotchy patchwork of red-brown and puce. By what stretch of the imagination did I seem alright?

“I’ll be fine.” I rubbed my hands together to get some feeling back into them. “We’re almost there. Just give me a minute to warm up.” 

I wrote up a text to Kindra. 

My bodyguards just went rogue. They’re trying to kill me. Don’t trust them. I’m by Monument Circle now, heading to the mall. Let me know when you get downtown. Be careful.

I love you.

It took me a few tries, and I swore at the screen as the message garbled into incomprehensible word salad. Adam watched me struggle to type with my shaking hands. 

“Can I... Do you want some gloves?” he asked helplessly, pulling a pair out of his pocket.

I stared at him for a long moment, incredulous. “Why are you even here?” 

“I was trying to warn you about... well, what just happened.” 

“Great job with that. Very timely of you.” I scowled, but accepted the gloves from him. “So you knew that was going to happen? Just like that?”

“I knew the Contessa wasn’t going to like me escaping. I figured she’d take it out on you. Guess I figured right.”

“Why would she?” I demanded. “Who even is this person? What does she want with me?”

“She’s a dragon. A bad one.” Adam shuddered. “And I don’t think she wants anything from you. Not really. I told you, she had me for months, but she didn’t question me or anything while she had me. I was just leverage to her. Nothing else.” He was fidgeting with his hands. The first finger on his right hand was gone.

I felt suddenly queasy.

“Leverage for—” My throat was dry. I knew the answer before I finished asking the question. “Arkay.” 

He stuffed his mutilated hand into his pocket. “What can I say? You matter to her.” 

“She’s got a funny way of showing it. Most people just send a card or something.”

He raised his head, looking me in the eye. “I’ve seen her kill a demon for you. She spared my life for you. She conquered a nation to wake you out of a coma.” 

“And ever since, she’s kept me under constant surveillance, and dictated who I could talk to and where I could live. This isn’t a fairy tale. Just because you kiss the princess awake doesn’t mean she goes off and—and marries you or whatever. I’m not her kid, I’m not her pet, and I’m sure as hell not her prisoner. I’m just some person who did her a favor once. And I really would have preferred a thank-you card.” 

My outburst had attracted the attention of the security guard. We’d need to get moving soon.

I grabbed his hand and started moving again, down the escalator to the other side of the building. “Couldn’t Arkay and this Contessa person just... I don’t know, talk it out?”

“They tried that once,” Adam said. “They wound up defenestrating each other.” 

“Of course they did.” I sighed and glanced back at him. A few hours ago, the mere possibility of meeting this man was enough to terrify me. The story I’d been told was of a soldier and a traitor. The living incarnation of malicious competence. Up close, though, he just seemed very sad. The guy could barely hold himself together. How the hell could he hold onto a firearm? 

I signaled to the doors ahead of me. “We cut through the circle. The mall is on the next block.”

Through the glass doors I could see the wide roundabout surrounding the Soldiers and Sailors Monument, a towering obelisk piled high with statuary and surrounded by people. A wedding party was gathered around the base of the monument, snapping photos. Horse-drawn carriages were lined up along the street, ready to take tourists on romantic rides around town. People in business casual filtered through a Starbucks.  A homeless woman huddled on the sidewalk, talking into an old cell phone while she nursed a coffee. This space was always decently populated, and that made it a good place to hide in plain sight.

Unlike most of the people out there, though, I wasn’t dressed for the weather.

The second we stepped through the glass doors, I got hit by a blast of winter air. Sweat soaked my too-thin clothes and clung to my clammy skin. The wind whistled between the towers and bit painfully at my bare heels. 

I grabbed Adam’s hand and forced myself to march across the slushy courtyard. Just a couple more blocks. That was all. Then I could get indoors again and wait for Kindra. 

But we’d barely reached the base of the monument before Deo stepped out from behind a limestone buffalo and cut through the crowd toward us.

I tried to pull a sharp left and start running, but the cold air stabbed at my lungs and threw me into a coughing fit. Before I could catch my breath, Jay had appeared at the other end of the road, marching inexorably toward us. Deo closed in on us from behind. We were trapped.

Adam stepped close behind me. “Rosario, give me the gun.” 

“What? No!” 

“Listen, I know you don’t want to hurt them, but we’re out of options here. A headshot will be quick—”

“I said no.” 

But he was right. We were out of options, and almost out of bullets. We weren’t getting out of this without someone getting shot, but it didn’t need to be through the head. Jay and Deo were close enough that I could shoot out their kneecaps. It wouldn’t be pleasant for anyone, but at least they would still be alive.

I drew the Glock from the waistline of my jeans. 

“Oh my god, ‘e’s got a gun!” somebody shouted, and the wedding party burst into screams. Horses reared and shrieked, fighting their frantic coachmen. 

I wanted to pacify the scattering crowd. I wanted to tell them that it was okay, that I wasn’t going to hurt them, that this was all for self-defense. But they weren’t running away from me.

They were fleeing from Jay, who’d been standing in the heart of the screaming crowd, who’d already pistol-whipped the first bystander who’d tried to tackle him to the ground. 

They were fleeing from Deo, on the other side of the street, who was holding a semi-automatic. 

Both of them were aiming for me.

Both were in my periphery.

I would only get a chance to fire once. 

Whoever I shot, the other one was going to kill me.

The world slowed down. My senses pricked, and I could feel every snowflake melting on my skin. Every drop of sweat beading down my back. I could smell the cold. Hear the approaching rev of an engine. 

I turned and I fired.

Arkay

Tires squealed as the stolen car rammed into the rakshasa. His firearm went off with a burst of bullets, but I couldn’t see which way it was pointed as he rolled across the hood. Meph and Rosa whipped around to look at the source of the sound. Behind them, another rakshasa lay on the ground, bleeding from a wound in his chest. 

The air was split with the screams of a fleeing crowd, and with the approaching wail of sirens. The police were on their way, and according to Nadia, they wouldn’t be alone. The Order was scrambling to do damage control, and the Contessa— who even knew where the Contessa was anymore?

The point was, we couldn’t stick around.

I threw open the door. “Meph, Rosa, get in the car.”

Obediently, Meph started toward me, but he only got a few steps before he realized he wasn’t followed.

Rosario stood unmoving, her hands tight on the gun despite her violent shivering. She was dressed in thin sweats, her clothes soaked with dirty slush almost halfway up to her knees. 

“We don’t have a lot of time,” I said. “Hurry. We need to go.”

She lifted her chin. “No.” 

Meph rushed back to her side. “Rosario, that’s Arkay.”

“I know who she is.”

“Listen, I know you’ve got a problem with her right now, but you two can talk it out later. She’s here to help.” 

“You sure about that?” Rosa asked. “Because the last couple of my friends who came to help just tried to kill me.” 

“Are you really going to do this right now?” I snatched the keys out of the ignition and threw them into the snow at Rosario’s feet. “Drive yourself if you don’t trust me. But things are about to go seven kinds of sideways. If you stay here, you will fucking die. And I—”

I’d been running my mouth when I should have been running. Meph and Rosario both had their eyes on me. Neither of them noticed the momentary cold as a shadow passed over us. Neither one saw the enormous crimson figure twist through the air. 

We were out of time.

I opened my mouth, but my mind went blank. Words were beyond me. There was nothing left in my head but the primal horror-rage-fear that came with looking at another dragon mid-flight.

The Contessa sucked in a massive breath as she wheeled into position. The last remaining horse bolted, dragging a carriage behind it. Somewhere in the distance, a man screamed.

I bolted forward, sliding into scales and claws. My bones elongated, and every added inch lengthened my strides. Every extra pound increased my inertia. I crossed the distance to Meph and Rosa in less than a second, catching them in my claws. There was no time to run. No time to hide. I could only clutch my two humans against my stomach and curl into a ball as the flames hit.  

First there was pain, infernal and inescapable. 

I clenched my jaws and howled, but I did not thrash. I didn’t not spasm. I did not tighten my coils around the fragile little bodies in my grasp. My hind claws dug into limestone and brick as I struggled not to react. 

I welcomed numbness as my nerves burned away. 

“What just happened?” Rosa asked, frantic, pawing at the safe darkness in the center of my coils. “Adam, what’s that smell?” 

Burning keratin. Burning flesh. Burning tires, too. Our would-be getaway car was up in flames, along with two very dead rakshasa. 

But Meph couldn’t tell her any of that. He was huddled against my scales, whispering a cracked litany of “no no no no please God no.” 

I tried to loosen my grip on him, to give him a few inches more room without exposing him to the flames. A second body brushed my knuckle as Rosa climbed closer to him. 

“Adam? Meph? Whatever your name is. It’s gonna be okay. We’re gonna figure this out, and it’s gonna be okay.” 

No, it wasn’t.

I peeked out between my coils with one eye. I couldn’t move without leaving Meph and Rosa exposed, and the Contessa was wheeling around for a second attack. She was going to burn me to ashes. If the two little humans didn’t asphyxiate inside my smoking corpse, they would be easy pickings after I was dead. 

I wouldn’t give her the chance. 

The Contessa banked sharply and plunged into a dive. Again her jaws opened wide to take in a vast gulp of air. To take aim. But when she breathed in deep, so did I.

I summoned a surge of electricity and let it loose. It hit her dead on— not strong enough to kill her, but enough for a split second’s paralysis. Her wings stiffened, her tail froze, and all the minute course-corrections that normally happened mid-flight didn’t happen. She sailed past us and careened into the monument, bringing down an avalanche of dismembered limestone statues on top of her. 

I unwrapped myself from around my humans. If I was going to fight, it had to be now. 

For an instant, Rosario stared up at me, wide-eyed with horror—but only an instant. She grabbed Meph and took off running, pulling him along behind her. 

I turned away from them and drew another long pull of electricity from my core. But before I could summon another assault, the Contessa dragged herself out of the rubble. My attack went wide, hitting her wings but leaving her claws free to slice deep into my shoulder. She hit me with all the force of a freight train, and the two of us rolled down the monument’s steps in a writhing ball of blood and scales. 

I caught her throat between my teeth, but she forced me away before I could break through her armor. I blasted her with electricity, but she didn’t give me the chance to stun her again. Her claws raked across my sides, carving through muscle and bone. Instinctively I tried to constrict the life out of her, but she was too huge and I was too small to make a difference.

Unless...?

I whipped my serpentine coils around her upper body just as she caught my throat between her jaws. Her teeth sank into my neck, and with all my strength, I squeezed.

But I wasn’t wrapped around her broad, solid chest. 

I was clamped around her wings. 

She threw her head back and howled in agony as long, delicate bones snapped in half and tore through the thin membrane from the inside. She tried to rip my head off, but pain made her desperate and frantic. She could only gouge my shoulders and neck while I ratcheted the pressure ever tighter. 

Tighter.

Tighter— 

With a burst of insensible strength, she smashed my head against the monument, and I fell dazed beside her. One of her wings fell with me, held onto her back by frayed threads of sinew and the shattered pieces of her shoulder blade. 

She collapsed into herself, shrinking smaller and smaller until the blood that covered her blended into the fabric of her dress. Her breath came in hissing gasps as she stumbled out of my reach. Tears of agony poured from her eyes. One arm hung limp at her side. With the other she fumbled at her thigh, grabbing another syringe from her garter.

Clumsily I lunged at her, but my mangled legs couldn’t support my full weight. Before I could shrink down, she stabbed the needle into her thigh, and then another. 

Wailing sirens broke through the surrounding buildings, suddenly audible without the roar of fighting dragons to drown them out. Overhead came the sounds of distant rotor blades, but I couldn’t see the helicopter. 

A platoon of black SUVs squealed into the cul-de-sac, blocking off the roads on all sides, some of them skidding to a halt beside the wreckage of a burning getaway car. Order soldiers poured out of the vehicles, all of them heavily armored and armed to the teeth. 

The Contessa crouched low, snarling at the newcomers. In that moment of diversion, I shrank down beside her and ripped the garter and its remaining syringes off her thigh. 

They couldn’t find out about Styx. They couldn’t.

But the Contessa didn’t care about humans and their petty distractions. She whirled on me, wrapping a clawed hand around my ruined throat. 

Her grip tightened. 

Her talons carved flesh.

Meph

Rosario and I stood in the middle of a battlefield and watched the world end. 

Two dragons fought, ripping each other to shreds. 

Around them, the Order rolled in like a tide. A ring of black SUVs encircled the dragons. More vehicles blockaded the street behind us, cutting off our escape. A helicopter circled around the obelisk, swinging low enough that I could see the people inside. The Archduchess, her black veil whipping in the wind like a battle standard. And beside her, another figure holding a camera. Its lens focused on the writhing dragons with a depraved attention to detail, pausing only to linger over the still-burning corpses of two rakshasa. 

The Archduchess pointed, and the helicopter dipped closer to the battle. She wanted a front-row seat. 

That was how the Archduchess had built her career, after all: stand back and let two dragons tear into each other, and then take credit for the kill. Only now she wouldn’t just be rising within the Order. This was happening in broad daylight, in the dead center of a major city. But if nonhumans couldn’t be kept a secret anymore, then they could still be painted as savage beasts that needed to be exterminated for the good of mankind. 

The dragons were already showing signs of exhaustion, both of them badly maimed and pouring blood. It was only a matter of time before one of them died. The other would be too exhausted to defend herself against an entire army. And just like that, the Order would become the valiant heroes who saved an entire city from a pair of rampaging monsters.

With an earsplitting shriek, the Contessa shrank down to human proportions and Arkay followed after her. 

What the hell was she doing? The army was closing in. Their bullets would rip right through her. But when the Contessa turned to snarl at them, they held their fire. Their rifles were leveled at the two dragons, but they remained unmoving. Above, the Archduchess was barking commands into a radio. 

She was waiting for a better shot.

It was one thing to slay a pair of dragons mid-battle. But if an army gunned down a pair of frightened, injured women? That was something else entirely.

The standoff only lasted a few seconds before Arkay leaped at the Contessa, and again the dragons were at each other’s throats. But this time, the fight lasted only a moment.

Arkay hung limp in the other dragon’s grip, her toes swinging nearly a foot off the ground. She batted at the arm around her throat, but her arms were too short to reach the other woman, and her movements were sluggish and weak.

Around them, the Order soldiers were closing in. As soon as the Contessa finished off Arkay, she’d have to go back to her full form. They wouldn’t leave her any other choice. And then they would butcher her. It would be slow, to prolong the drama. It would be painful. They would make sure of it. It would be nationally televised until the end of time.

Not even the Contessa deserved that. 

I wrapped my hand around Rosario’s and pried the gun out of her shaking hands. 

I couldn’t save her—I couldn’t save any of us—but I could do this one last thing.

The crack of the gunshot was deafening. My ears rang as I watched blood spray across the charred steps of the monument. As Arkay fell to the floor. As the other dragon reeled, staggered, and finally collapsed, blood pouring from the hole in her head.

I couldn’t hear the Archduchess’ shriek, but I could see her following the trajectory of the bullet. I could pinpoint the moment that her eyes fell on me. And when they did, I pulled the trigger again. 

The cameraman tipped forward and fell to the street below. The Archduchess still stood, and she was holding a weapon of her own. 

I emptied the clip. I couldn’t see where the bullets landed, each one lost in her billowing veil. At least some of them must have hit, because a spray of blood hit the air. Her posture slumped. But she didn’t go down. 

Not without firing off one last round. 

Rosa

I didn’t even feel the shove. One second I was on my feet, the next I was on the ground. The helicopter veered sharply to the side and lifted up and away, vanishing beyond the rooftops. Adam watched it leave, his expression stony, his face gray. 

“Adam?” 

He looked down at me, but it took a moment for his eyes to focus on mine. Blood welled from a hole in his shirt.

“Shit!” I whispered. He was in shock. I grabbed for my phone. I needed to call an ambulance. He needed a doctor. But when I looked up again, the phone dropped from my fingertips. We were surrounded by armed soldiers, and every last one of them was staring down their sights at the two of us. 

Slowly I climbed to my feet. There was no point in running. We were dead either way.

I took a deep breath. I’m sorry, Kindra. 

Behind me, an engine roared. Tires squealed on pavement, followed by the deafening crash of metal on metal. The soldiers who had been preparing to gun us down dove out of the way as an armored van punched through the line of SUVs. The vehicle hadn’t even come to a full stop before its doors burst open and a dozen men and women in the Hoarde’s deep blue uniforms leaped out, guns blazing. 

Right now, that didn’t make me feel nearly as relieved as it should have. 

“They’re all on Arkay’s side, right?” I asked Adam. “They’re not trying to kill us, too, right?”

Adam didn’t answer. He didn’t seem to notice the firefight erupting around us, not even when a spray of bullets shattered the cafe windows behind us. More Hoarde vehicles were ramming through the line of Order SUVs, spreading the war zone in every direction. 

We needed to get out of here, now. But there was nowhere to go. No matter where we went, we risked getting flattened by crashing vehicles. Every direction would put us in the line of fire.

Almost every direction.

“This way!” I grabbed Meph by the wrist and took off running toward the monument. A ring of street lamps and concrete posts would keep the vehicles from running us down. Hopefully, the soldiers would be too busy shooting at each other to bother coming after us. 

Nearby movement caught my eye, and I almost dove for cover. On the steps of the monument lay the red dragon, identifiable mostly by her ruined gown. There wasn’t enough left of her face to corroborate. I swallowed down the taste of vomit and averted my eyes from the gray matter that spilled across the steps. Beside her, Arkay dragged herself toward us, an inch at a time. 

“...Rosa...?” Her voice was small. Her clothes were shredded, and the body beneath them was slashed and charred almost beyond recognition. One arm was clutched to her chest. Her legs didn’t look like they should rightfully be attached anymore. 

But for all of that, a faint smile brushed her face when she looked at me. 

“...you’re okay?” It sounded like her breath was coming from a punctured lung.

We had to get out of here. We had to run. And Arkay—she was dying. There was no saving her now.

But dammit, I couldn’t just leave her. Not like this.

“Hold on,” I said, and I scooped her into my arms. She whimpered, but she didn’t struggle as I hurried up the stairs, behind the relative cover of crumbling limestone and broken statues. I dragged Adam by the wrist. He was moving more or less of his own volition, but his movements were stiff and mechanical. His expression was dazed with shock. 

I threw open the door at the base of the monument and shoved him inside, slamming it shut after me. Inside the monument lay a gift shop, full of off coffee table books and Civil War hats, and in its center, a rickety little elevator to the top. I snatched a canteen off a display and wrapped the thick strap between the handles of the brass front doors as best I could, and then hurried to do the same to the doors on the other side. It wasn’t a fantastic lock, but it might buy us a minute or two. 

I dragged Adam into the elevator and squeezed in after him, then slammed the button to take us to the top floor. By some miracle, all the damage to the monument hadn’t broken the internal mechanisms. 

Arkay was bizarrely light, but already my arms were burning from the strain of carrying her. I tried to adjust my grip, but the slight movement made her hiss in pain.

“Sorry,” I muttered.

“Don’t... don’t worry about it.” Slowly, gingerly, she opened the hand that had been tucked against her chest. Inside her fist she was clutching... either a very short ammo belt, or a woman’s garter belt, fitted with several syringes. She pulled one of them from its fastening and jabbed it into her side. “Put me... put me down. I can stand.” 

“You sure about that?” I asked. 

She gave a faint nod and emptied a second needle into her thigh. 

I set her down as carefully as I could manage in the tight space. She wobbled, but she didn’t fall. A few seconds later, the elevator door rattled open and I squeezed into the impossibly narrow stairwell. Even if I wanted to carry her any further, there wouldn’t have been enough clearance to let us both through the passage. 

“There’s a few more steps,” I said. “Can you make it?” 

She nodded and dragged herself up the iron railing, and then abruptly turned back. With a burst of strength she shouldn’t rightfully have anymore, she raked her claws across the mechanisms of the elevator. When she continued up the stairs, the metal was twisted out of shape and slick with blood. 

I pushed Adam up behind her, and I brought up the rear. There weren’t many more steps, just one last turn before we emerged onto the sunlit observation deck at the top of the monument. 

It was an awkward place to make a last stand, but it was the best I could do right now. If someone came after us, they’d have to climb an endless staircase to reach us, and we’d have the higher ground. The passageway was narrow enough that they’d have to go one at a time, and the first person who got shot would be a pretty effective barricade against anyone who came after them. Only problem was, there was only one way out.  No matter what happened, we’d be at the mercy of whoever won the battle down below. 

Kindra was on her way here right now, if she wasn’t here already, and she’d be driving right up to a warzone. 

She’ll be fine, I told myself.

Unless she decided to come looking for me. 

My thoughts were interrupted when Arkay started to sway, and she latched onto Adam to keep her from falling. He seemed to welcome the touch, because he grabbed her so tightly that she cringed.

“Hey!” I started, but she shook her head.

“It’s okay. It’s okay, Meph. You did a good job.” 

His grip relaxed slightly, but he gave no other signs of having heard. Arkay slid to the floor, pulling Adam down beside her. 

“He’s in shock,” I said. “He got shot. If we don’t get him to a doctor soon...” 

“He’ll be fine.” She drew another syringe and emptied it into his chest. 

I looked away. My first memories were of a hospital, and getting repeatedly jabbed with needles was not one of the happier ones. Instead I diverted my gaze through the scratched glass of the window. From up here, I could see for miles. Most days it must have been a lovely sight. Right now, though, I could only see combat and carnage. Below, the Order and the Hoarde had turned downtown into a warzone, using buildings and vehicles for cover as they traded fire.

“So that’s the Order I’ve been hearing so much about?” I asked quietly.

“Yeah.” Arkay stroked Adam’s hair, but her eyes were on me.

The soldiers had the monument surrounded, and some of them had already vanished inside. The elevator strained against its broken machinery, responding to a call down to the ground floor.

“How many bullets do you have left?” Arkay asked.

I pulled out the magazine and gave it a quick glance. “I’m out. Even if I did have any, it wouldn’t be enough to win a fight against all them.”

“Enough to buy us some time, maybe.”

“I think the Order is doing a good job of that themselves.” 

“Well, yeah. Three hundred thirty steps is a long way up.” 

I frowned. “You know that off the top of your head? Is that like a dragon thing?”

“You counted them, in another life. I wanted to see the view from the top, but two dollars apiece to take the elevator... that was a lot of money for us at the time. So we took the stairs. You hated every single step, but you did it anyway. You hated a lot of the things I put you through.” She let out a harsh laugh that turned into a coughing fit. “Sorry about that.”

“For which part?” I asked.

She gave a defeated shrug and wiped a trickle of blood from the corner of her mouth. “All of it.”

“No.” I repositioned myself to look her in the eye without taking my peripherals away from the stairwell. “You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to drag me into all of this and then make a blanket apology for shit I don’t know or don’t remember. That isn’t fair.”

She grinned ruefully. “If you don’t know all the shitty stuff I did, I get to look like the good guy.” 

On the ground below, the battle raged on. Beyond the wreckage of Hoarde and Order vehicles, ordinary people were fleeing the sounds of gunfire. Lines of civilian cars clogged the roads. Some of them trying to race away; others lay abandoned while their owners fled on foot. But one car was fighting against the flow of traffic: a beat up old red Mustang. When it couldn’t get any closer, its driver threw open the door and started running. Half a dozen city blocks away, I couldn’t see her face, the glint of her piercings, the bounce of her bleached braids as she ran. I could only guess by the way her hand hovered at her side that she was packing heat.

Kindra.

Oh, God, no.

I wasn’t where I said I’d be. With my phone somewhere on the battlefield, I had no way of calling her to tell her I was okay. And she was already armed and ready for a fight. 

I was struck by a sudden, crippling sense of deja vu. I knew this story. This was the part where the brave knight fights her way through impossible odds, climbs the tower, and battles the dragon to save her princess—or she dies trying. 

Fuck that.

I never agreed to be part of this story. I never agreed to be anybody’s damsel. Like hell was I going to sit here and wait for my girlfriend to risk her life trying to save me. 

I started marching toward the stairwell. 

Gingerly, Arkay sat up. “Did you hear something?” 

“I’m leaving.”

“We just got here,” she said. “And they’re not exactly throwing us a parade downstairs.”

“Kindra’s down there,” I said. 

“So are they.” Arkay growled at the ceiling. “Rosa, there are people coming up those stairs right this minute. Are you going to... what, kick them to death?” 

“If I have to.” 

“And what if it doesn’t work?” Arkay asked. “What happens if they shoot you? How are you going to rescue your girlfriend if you die before you get to her?” 

“I don’t know!” I shouted. “And honestly, I don’t fucking care. You two just stay up here and... and try not to die.” 

“Sure, I could do that. Or I could help you.” 

“I don’t want any more of your protection,” I said with more acid than I had intended. “I can—” 

“I know you can,” Arkay said, dragging herself to her feet. She seemed steadier now, her breathing less ragged. “But I also know that sometimes you’ve got to work with the people you hate to protect the people you love.” She flashed an odd smile, halfway between gentle indulgence and a grimace of pain. “I can help you.”

I hesitated. “What’s the catch?”

“Before you go down there, I want you to use this.” She drew another syringe from the belt.

I eyed it suspiciously. “Why?” 

“For my own peace of mind,” she said. “It might save you if you get hurt. Just try not to get hit in the head.” 

I stared at the eerie pale blue liquid. Styx. This was why I couldn’t remember any of my life before the coma. 

“Not going to happen,” I said, stepping back. “You can help me if you want, or I can do this on my own. But I’m not using that stuff again. Ever.”

She took a deep, steadying breath, and then let it go. “Okay. In that case, try really hard not to get shot.” 

Because this wasn’t her fairy tale anymore. It was mine.

And in the end, the princess doesn’t belong to the dragon who kept her, or the monarch who woke her, or even the knight who saved her.

Whether she lives or dies, the princess belongs only to herself.

Arkay

I’d only had Styx in my system for a short while, but it had done enough of its work. My wounds weren’t gushing blood anymore, my tendons weren’t completely severed, and my punctured lung seemed to actually be doing its job again. I still wasn’t at my full strength, but right now, I didn’t need to be. I just had to not drop dead in the next ten minutes or so. 

The butt of the gun was enough to shatter a pane of the observation deck’s windows, and I dragged myself outside. A cold wind whipped at my skin, and I scrambled for purchase on the icy glass and stone. 

Below me, the Hoarde and the Order traded bullets and blows. Both sides had brought in reinforcements, but now that I was looking, I realized just how fucked we were. For every soldier wearing the Hoarde’s blue fatigues, there were four in Order black. The scorched ground was littered with bodies from both sides, and the body count was rising by the second. Nadia danced among them, set apart by graceful movements and blood-splashed white fatigues, drawing the enemy away from her soldiers and onto herself. 

But she wasn’t the only one who could paint a target on her back. 

In a blink of an eye, I slid into full big-and-scaly mode. And in case anybody missed the fact that forty feet of charred scales and claws were suddenly bear-hugging a bronze statue of Victory, I threw back my head and let loose a roar.

Then I spent a solid thirty seconds coughing and hating myself for taking such a deep breath of cold air. But while I regained my bearings, the Order’s soldiers pulled back, some ducking for cover, some freezing up as the thing of their nightmares—the monster they’d been raised to fear above all others—asserted that I was very much alive. My roar was answered by whoops and shouts from the Hoarde as they pressed on, encouraged by a second wind. 

While they were occupied, I reached into the shattered window and lifted Meph out of the observation deck with one claw, careful not to crush him or the garter belt full of Styx currently wrapped around his bicep. Rosa climbed out after him and wrapped herself around one of the few patches of my back that wasn’t covered in burns. 

“I’m on,” she said, burying her hands in my scorched mane. “Whenever you’re ready.” 

Dozens of the fighters broke away from their stations to storm the monument. Some of them were heading to the brass doors, probably hoping to come up here and shoot me from the observation deck. Others took positions on the base of the monument and took aim. 

I roared again. But this wasn’t an attention-getting roar. This wasn’t an intimidating roar. This one meant something. And down below, Nadia knew exactly what that was.

I couldn’t hear the command she gave, but I could see the blue-uniformed soldiers retreat from the monument. I didn’t give them any more head start than that.

My fight against the Contessa had been all frantic, desperate flailing. Up here, I had the chance to think things through. Up here, I had the time to properly pool the electricity within my body. Up here, I could savor the sizzle and crack of it between my teeth. And when I unleashed it, it came down like the wrath of a god. The thunderclap that followed was deafening. Windows shattered in the surrounding buildings, and broken glass rained down around us. The lightning left a crater where it hit the ground, then continued to spread outward in every direction in a flash of purple and blue, arcing through everything in its path. It took a fraction of a second to burn out, but in that instant it left behind a massive circle of charred stone and fallen soldiers. I didn’t know how many of them were unconscious and how many were dead, and right then, I really didn’t care.

I unwound and scurried three-legged down the side of the monument, with Meph clutched against my chest and Rosa clinging to my back. When I neared the base, I took a flying leap from the obelisk and landed on a pair of Order cars with enough force to crumple them beneath my weight. Soldiers scattered in every direction to avoid being crushed. Maybe they didn’t see Rosa rolling off my back. Maybe they didn’t notice her running alongside them, dragging Meph by the arm. Maybe they assumed she was some civilian who picked a really shitty time to evacuate the area. 

Whatever the reason, none of them made a move to stop her. 

And so I did what I should have done years ago.

I let her go.

Instead, I turned my attention back to the battle. I tossed my head, scooping up a handful of Order soldiers in my antlers and throwing them across the building. I knocked a few more over with a swipe of my tail. And yet there were always more of them. The Order was like a colony of ants—no matter how many I stomped flat, more kept coming to take their place, and they just kept coming. The roads were clogged with black SUVs and green jeeps and—

Wait. The Order didn’t use green vehicles. Their doors weren’t painted with fancy stars. And their soldiers didn’t wear olive drab. 

Shit shit shit shit shit!

I raised my head high into the air. More green jeeps were rolling in on every side, creating a perimeter around the warzone. Soldiers in pixelated cameo emerged from the vehicles, rifles raised, awaiting orders. 

Where are you where are you where are you—there!

I’d never kept up with the ranks and tiers of the American military, but I recognized the leader by the way he carried himself, the way he took in the scene before him, the way his soldiers orbited around him. Some things needed no translation.

I signaled to Nadia with a shake of my head, and I rushed at the captain. Order soldiers opened fire on me as I passed, but I shrugged off their bullets and kept moving. The American soldiers took defensive positions, raised their rifles, took aim—

Before the first volley of shots could be fired, I slid to an abrupt stop. In the same instant I shrank down until I looked entirely human. My knees were on the charred ground. My hands were on the back of my head. 

“Hold your fire!” I shouted, the instant my mouth could form words. And again, louder: “Nadia, hold your fire!” 

I didn’t need to look to know she was behind me, close enough to hear. My eyes were on the captain.

“I surrender,” I said. “My soldiers and I surrender. Don’t shoot.” 

The captain stared, but he recovered himself in reasonable time. “Drop your weapons!”

“Nadia, do what he says.” 

I could feel her gaze scorching into the back of my head. It was hardly the worst burn I’d felt there today. A moment later, I heard the clank of a firearm falling onto the street. 

“Put down your weapons and get on your knees,” she commanded. “Don’t argue. Just do it.”

I glanced over my shoulder. Nadia was on her knees behind me. Behind her, more soldiers in Hoarde uniforms were doing the same, their eyes wide and their hands shaking as they put their faith into their Fext and their dragon. Members of the Order hesitated, looking at each other in confusion. In the entire history of this conflict, I doubt anybody had ever surrendered before.

And probably for good reason.

A crowd of Order soldiers rushed toward me, high-powered rifles in hand.

I turned my back on them. My knees remained on the ground. My hands on my head. My eyes on the Army captain. 

I didn’t take my eyes off him when I heard the Order open fire, or when I felt their bullets rip into my back.

Only when the captain shouted an order that I could no longer understand. Only when his soldiers returned fire. Only when my vision smeared into a senseless void of green and gray and endless, boundless dark.

Only then did I close my eyes. 

Epilogue

The room on the other side of the magic door was small, barely the size of an average bathroom. A thin mattress over a slab of solid concrete formed the bed, and another, thinner slab took the place of a writing desk. The rest of the cramped space was shared by a toilet, sink, and shower. The stale air was helped somewhat by the scent of flowers—blue alstromeria, the same shade as a dragon’s scales. The flowers were suspended from the ceiling and walls with sticky tack, and their dried petals trailed on the floor, crinkling softly underfoot as I stepped on them. I set a new bouquet on the desk, along with laptop and a paper sack, and glanced at the bed.

Arkay lay curled on her side, her eyes fluttered shut. Her right arm was tucked under her pillow. Her left was gone, amputated at the shoulder. The Order’s last stand had taken its toll on her; it had been a miracle that the doctors had been able to save as much of her as they did. But she didn’t seem to be particularly bothered by it. Maybe, if we could ever track down Doctor Magbantay, or if we could find the last of the Contessa’s strongholds, we might get enough Styx to regrow her arm. Repair the damage to her spine. Heal the map of scars that covered her skin.

She didn’t seem too concerned about it, though. The way she was acting, you’d think she’d gotten off easy. And honestly, maybe she had.

“You’re doing that thing again,” Arkay said. Her eyes were still shut, but a sly smile tugged at her lips. “I swear, Nadia’s a bad influence on you.” She leaned up on one arm, and I eased her into an upright position.

“I’m afraid Nadia can’t be here to watch you sleep, so she asked me to do it for her. I hope I’m a suitable substitute.” 

“You’ve done an excellent job so far,” she said airily, before tilting her head to one side. “So what’s got her so busy?” 

“Aside from Mara, you mean? She’s in a meeting with the Prime Minister of Canada about using the doors to get supplies to First Nations communities in Nunuvut. Hopefully that’ll get Canada’s support behind the Hoarde.”

It was no longer a secret that the Hoarde had access to magical doors. They’d been part of an object lesson when Arkay and her soldiers had first been taken into US custody. One night, during a changing of the guards, all two hundred and fifty-three Hoarde personnel had vanished from inside their cells without a trace. Only Arkay remained in solitary confinement, drinking a gas station Slurpee and playing on a Nintendo DS that she hadn’t had a few moments before. But that was more than a year ago. By now, the guards were used to seeing her entertaining guests who didn't use the front door. It was a minor inconvenience compared to an angry dragon. 

As the leader of the Hoarde, Arkay took full responsibility for the events surrounding the Battle of Indy last January, and she stayed of her own volition. Nobody could keep her a prisoner here against her will. Nobody.

I grabbed the sack off the desk and settled beside her, handing her a paper-wrapped burger.

“Has Congress voted yet?” she asked, unwrapping her meal with more dexterity than I had once thought possible. “Or are they throwing it to yet another congressional committee?” 

“Last time I checked, they were still debating semantics. But it’s moving forward. Just give it time.” 

Congress had spent the last eight months chewing on a series of bills that, if passed, would label the Order of Saint Michael of the Sun a terrorist organization. Other bills had been proposed—and then amended, and reworded, and amended again—proposing to guarantee full citizenship to Americans regardless of species. Or outlaw non-humans entirely. It was a bit of a hot-button issue.

Colorado and Nevada had passed legislation protecting non-humans from discrimination, and other states were following suit. Other states barred non-humans from working in schools or government institutions, demanding they be put on detailed registries. It was much the same elsewhere. Around the world, people found themselves suddenly having to form an opinion of people that they had up until now considered creatures of myth. 

But they had supporters now, more than anyone had ever thought possible. It seemed like every day there was another news story, another trend on social media, another march on another capitol. Every day another celebrity came forward and declared themselves inhuman. Every day their numbers grew. It was still an uphill battle, but there was no denying the cause had momentum. But for now, it was out of our hands. 

“So what have you got for me tonight?” she asked, scooting forward. 

“Well, you have been going on about how I haven't seen the Twilight Zone.” I settled into the bed behind her, and she relaxed against my chest. 

“Sounds perfect.”

Someday it wouldn’t be. Someday she'd get bored with prison and frustrated with letting other people play politics. When that day came, she would tear out of this cell and take back the Hoarde for herself. And when she did, I'd be right there at her side. 

Until then, I would keep sneaking into a maximum security prison and break the terms of her solitary confinement. 

Until then, I would sit beside her and eat contraband takeout and watch pirated tv while the world found its footing.

Until then, we would heal.
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