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      My best friend and business partner tucked the lower half of her running jacket under her butt. I’d called Catriona first thing in the morning, hoping to get her help with testing my latest bit of surveillance gear. The enhanced lenses I was tinkering with allowed the wearer to see auras given off by witches, shifters, and other beings carrying magic in their blood. I’d set the lenses into normal looking eyeglass frames, one pair for Cat and one for me.

      She perched on the edge of the iron bench and joined me in scanning the handful of mundanes and Magicals braving November’s damp cold. Cat had agreed to help me out as long as we took our mission to a specific field within Central Park, which would allow her to watch her boyfriend coach soccer for a kids’ league. And she’d requested bagels from her favorite deli.

      I was happy to oblige.

      The witch set her paper bag between us and bent forward to adjust the knife sheaths strapped to her ankles and hidden by the loose legs of her running pants. She didn’t go anywhere without a minimum of concealed weapons and a cache of spells in that day’s purse or hip pouch.

      “Jake, these glasses definitely have potential,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at me. “I assume you want my feedback?”

      “Give it to me straight.”

      “I need the lenses to deliver more information. In real time,” she emphasized, stabbing her hand into the bag and fishing for her wrapped bagel. “Because if I’m wearing these in a situation where the lenses are flashing different colors and I’ve got blades in my hands, I can’t be bothered recalling which color goes with what magical sub-set while I’m making life and death decisions.”

      “Life and death decisions as in who to maim and who to kill?” I teased, unwrapping my second breakfast of the day. There was no one I trusted more than Cat in situations where lives were at stake, and because of the work we contracted and some of the Magicals we’d dealt with, our lives had been at stake a handful of times over our years of working together.

      “Exactly.”

      I bit into my bagel and studied Cat’s movements through my set of glasses. Glowing lines in two shades of brown traced her entire body. Light brown signified her intrinsic witch magic, darker brown her specialty earth magic. I was pleased to see the magic tech didn’t blur or otherwise alter the clarity of the lenses.

      Cat was right. A clusterfuck of colorful moving lines would not enhance her formidable fighting skills.

      “How about a pop-up message that says, ‘werewolf’, or ‘dragon’?”

      “That would be a start, plus it would be useful to users with color vision deficiency.” She leaned back and shook out her pant legs. “I’d want to know the target’s specific magic, whether they were a plant witch or blood witch or whatever. If I was looking at a mage, I’d want to know their base element.”

      “You want me to get granular with the information.” Wiping my hands on a recycled paper napkin first, I pinched the 3D-printed frames and pulled them away from my face. If I made the earpieces slightly wider and thicker, I could insert whatever bit of micro-technology we wanted. Command buttons could lie flush to the plastic or wood or bone or whatever material would best compliment the user’s magic. In my excitement, I stood up and almost started to leave the park for my design lab.

      “Yep, I want you to get granular. The more information you can pack into the diagnostic capacity of those glasses and the faster you can get that information up on the lenses, the better.” Cat surveyed the couple dozen shifters approaching from our left and waved to her boyfriend, an Argentinian jaguar shifter and former soccer star. Luciano veered toward us, pulled Cat up and off the bench, and captured her mouth with his. All while twirling her in a slow circle, sliding one hand to the back of her head and the other to the small of her back, leaving Cat to pirouette on the tips of her sneakers.

      The shifter kids in Luc’s charge reacted like any other kids under the age of ten and registered their disgust. I reacted like any romance-desiring adult and imagined what it would feel like to be the one being held, and the one doing the holding. Someday, I’d break through the multiple blockages keeping me an unattached dragon and share a kiss like that.

      “I got it.” I doubted Cat heard me as I stretched across the length of the bench to catch the paper-wrapped bagel falling from her grasp.

      Someday, I’d kiss someone so hard they’d drop everything for me.

      Someday, I might be willing to fall.

      “Cara mia.” Luciano gently lowered Cat until her feet met the ground, reached over to slap the side of my arm, and stumbled backward, hands on his heart and eyes only for my friend. I watched Cat devour her lover with her gaze as he rejoined the passel of rambunctious kids and proud parents now veering toward the nearby expanse of dormant grass.

      “That man has such a nice ass,” she declared.

      “Maybe I should take up soccer.”

      Cat plunked down on the bench and kicked sideways, nicking the side of my calf with her lime green running shoes. “Stop ogling my man’s assets. And you’re built more for rugby. Or being Henry Cavill’s stunt double.”

      That wasn’t the first time someone had compared me to the muscular actor. “I was admiring Luciano’s assets. Do you have any idea how hard it is to fit these monsters into normal pants?”

      I flexed my thigh muscles. Cat glanced over and shook her head. “Good thing you dragons have your own tailors. And as I was saying” –she waggled her fingers at me until I returned her bagel— “the more granular the information the more gold in your pocket.”

      “You do know I don’t actually keep gold in my pocket.” l was an urban dragon. I kept my gold in my fifth-floor aerie and in a vault in a sub-basement of the building’s garage and paid for purchases with the app on my phone. Or cash.

      “Very funny. Put your glasses back on. Don’t forget we have a thief to catch.”

      “Who’d want to steal stuff from kids’ backpacks?” Keeping an eye on the pile of packs and gear bags during soccer practice completed my deal with Cat. Luciano mentioned there had been a recent spate of missing items, and she volunteered our services. While the soccer kids dropped their stuff and tore off after each other, we finished our bagels.

      “Jake, I thought of another thing. Voice commands. Keyed to the wearer.”

      “Like, ‘highlight werewolves only’?”

      “Yup.” Cat scanned to her left, then right. “Okay, so is amber the base color for cat shifters?”

      “Correct. Did Luciano mention which clans he was coaching?” I added a couple notes to my phone, along with a question about the frame material’s durability under prolonged exposure to natural elements.

      “Mostly leopards, cheetahs, and cougars. The bigger cats have their own league to keep it fair for the kids.” She stuffed the empty wrapper into the paper bag and sighed. “I can’t wait to see Luc in a tux tonight.”

      “I’m just glad you’ll be there. I need at least one ally.” Today was my birthday. I didn’t want a party; my parents wanted an extravagant, dragons-only event. They were distressed I was turning twenty-nine without a marriageable love interest in sight and wanted me to expand my social circle beyond Cat and my demon friends and business associates in the Reformed Realm.

      I was opposed to the idea of being forced to find a life partner. But as my parents explained, I’d missed the all-important draconic rituals that accompanied turning twenty-eight because this time last year, I’d chosen to go skiing in Chamonix.

      I’d never told them why I was in France—I stopped there on a whim on my way to Ukraine to begin the search for my birth parents. And I’d never told them what happened—I’d been kidnapped by a twisted family of fae who were collecting unusual Magicals.

      According to Audrey and Eli, the sooner I found a mate and completed the mating bond, the sooner I would become a fully functioning dragon.

      The moment the words “fully functioning” had left my father’s mouth, he looked like he wanted to snatch them back. He and my mother knew I was desperate for a set of working wings to miraculously spring from my back when I shifted. Where my human form had changed in completely appropriate ways as I aged—muscles, bones, and other body parts grew; my voice deepened; more hair appeared where it was supposed to—my dragon form had not. The mythical flying beast all dragon shifters aspired to remained stuck in a state of wingless arrested development.

      And that right there was a major reason for my nonexistent dating life. The more Human Jake grew and matured and the longer Dragon Jake spent stuck in early adolescence, the less connected I felt to the other half of who I was, of what I was. The widening chasm between the two was an ongoing source of pain and shame.

      I really didn’t want to wallow in that place. I refocused my attention on the playing field and watched Luciano and his assistant coach measure out a kid-sized rectangle, drop orange cones in each corner and down the sides, and anchor a collapsible goal net at either end. As soon as they finished, a bright blue aura entered my field of vision from a nearby cluster of trees. The non-feline Magical centered itself behind two adults chatting close to the pile of gear bags and backpacks. I rose to my feet and stuffed our trash into the nearby receptacle.

      “Did you catch that blue aura?” I reached my arms overhead to stretch and winced as I glanced skyward. Sleet was heading toward our region, and the changes in barometric pressure would bring a headache for me if I was caught off guard. I ran my fingertips underneath my knit cap to make sure my therapeutic ear cuffs were firmly in place. “I need to get closer for the lenses to differentiate whether it’s an avian or reptilian shifter.”

      “Then let’s go.” Cat drew on her gloves, never taking her gaze off the field.

      Strolling side-by-side, we picked up our pace when the blue glow began to move among the bags. Neither parent standing there appeared to notice. Either they were completely engrossed in watching their kids, or the inquisitive Magical was cloaked.

      “Head around the goal net on the right,” I said to Cat, keeping my voice low. “I have a feeling they’ll try to hide underneath the pile or go for the trees.”

      The closer we got, the more I could see of the interloper. I peered over the top of the eyeglass frames. The hazy outline of the ground hugging creature disappeared, affirming my suspicion some kind of magic was keeping it out of sight.

      “I think it’s a crocodile. You go right.” I peeled away from Cat and made it to the far end of the makeshift field before banking right. I dove into a flying tackle when the crocodile shifter noticed me coming and scurried toward the snaggle of nearby bushes.

      “Don’t move.”

      I grabbed its snout and held tight, avoiding the multitude of short, curved teeth and the side-to-side lashing of its thick, scaled tail. Cat crouched, placing herself between its stubby-legged body and the bushes. The possible robber was extremely agitated and smaller than I expected. I almost felt bad for over-reacting.

      Keeping one hand clamped on its peculiar snout to avoid puncture wounds, I scrabbled to my feet and tucked the reptile shifter under my arm.

      “Now what?” Cat asked. “Everyone’s looking at us.”

      “Let’s see if we can get this one to talk.” I slid the glasses off and handed them over. “Can you take care of these?”

      “Sure.” Cat swept her gaze over the field. “I’ll keep mine on in case they’ve got a friend.”

      “Do you have anything we can use as a leash?” On closer inspection, the little fella looked like a miniature version of the gharial shifters working as lobby attendants and maintenance crew in the building my parents owned.

      “Nope. But you do. Hold still.” Cat deftly worked the heavy string out of my hood and tied it around the shifter’s neck. “We’re not going to hurt you,” she cooed. “We just want to know why you’re interested in that pile of stuff.”

      The shifter blinked its pale yellow eyes. A garbled squawk sounded in its throat before it jerked its snout to the side.

      “I think it wants us to go in there.” Cat indicated the tangle of azalea bushes. I tightened my hold and clambered to my feet.

      “After you.”

      Neither of us was prepared for the onslaught of brambles woven through the azaleas. My legs got scratched up and Cat swore as thorns snagged her clothes. We broke through the natural barrier, leaving the players’ and parents’ grunts and shouts behind. The bundle in my arms stopped wiggling once we stood in front of a leafless sycamore tree.

      I handed the creature to Cat, got onto my hands and knees, and peered into the hollow at the tree’s wide base. “I’m going to reach inside.”

      “Better you than me,” she said, bending her knees so the shifter could see what I was doing.

      I lowered onto my belly and thumbed my flashlight app. Sweeping the narrow beam side to side, I saw a mess of shredded power bar wrappers and a pile of colorful little toys, the kind that kids clipped to their backpacks.

      “I think I know what’s going on.” I scooted backward and studied the shifter now dozing in Cat’s arms. “This little one’s lost, or maybe it was abandoned. I’ll take it home. I can contact the Widows and Orphans Aid Network from there.”

      Cat snorted. “You do know you’re not responsible for every lost or abandoned shifter kid in this city, right?”

      “I do know that.” I shone the light closer to the looter’s snout and the curved teeth near its tip. “No other lizard shifters have scales this color. Kunal will know if anyone in their clan is missing a kid.”

      “Do you want my help getting it home? Because if not, I’m staying here and watching my man run around on those very fine legs of his before my nail appointment.”

      My friend’s newfound devotion to soccer was a beautiful thing. She transferred the gharial over to me. “I think I can handle this. I’d appreciate you letting the parents know where they can find their kids’ missing valuables.”

      “Will do.” Cat parted the bushes with a heavy stick and held them back as I passed.

      I quickened my pace eastward, ignoring the tempting bits of metal glinting in the dirt and the startled glances of unsuspecting pedestrians whenever I emerged from a shortcut with a bright blue lizard cradled in my arms. Though one fashion conscious maven did a one-eighty and tugged on my elbow as I waited for a break in traffic.

      “If that’s going to be a bag, I want one,” she said, eyes alight with the familiar fanaticism of Manhattan’s shopping elite.

      “Not for sale,” I growled, before crossing Park Avenue at a run. I shouldered my way through the revolving door and into my building where three adult male gharial shifters in dark gray uniforms quickly surrounded me. Low rumbles vibrated in their throats.

      “Is that what I think it is?” Kunal, the oldest of the trio of cousins and my parents’ chauffeur, gawked at the little one. It had started quivering the moment it spotted probable kin.

      “I found it in the park.”

      “You found it?” Aravind, wearing coveralls and a toolbelt, shouldered his cousins aside, layering his tone with unspoken accusations.

      “Step down.” I glared at him as I loosened the extraneous leash with my free hand. “I was in the park with Catriona. We were watching her boyfriend coach a kids’ soccer team. This little guy, or gal, was nosing around in the shifters’ stuff. You can see its scales are caked with dirt and I think it’s lost and hungry. So instead of challenging me, how about you find something for it to eat?”

      Kunal cuffed Aravind on the head. “Tap into the network,” he ordered his cousins, gently accepting the transfer of the gharial into his arms. “See if anyone in the city’s missing their kid. If that doesn’t pan out, reach out to the North American representative of the queen’s court.”

      “Sorry. It’s just that—” Aravind dropped his chin and pressed his fingers to the inner corners of his eyes. Tanvir, the quiet one, clapped his shoulder.

      “We understand. Make the calls.”

      Aravind nodded and strode behind the concierge desk. Tanvir waited a beat before turning to me. “You know the details of our emigration, Jake, how harrowing it was. So to find an unprotected gharial child is—” His lips thinned as he pressed them tight. “It’s unheard of, especially here in the city.”

      “I hope it’s an anomaly.” I took a step back. “I’ll inform the Aid Society. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      “We will,” Kunal assured me. “Oh, happy birthday and good luck upstairs. Audrey’s in a mood.”

      I entered the private elevator and waited for the doors to close. Lifting my gaze, I finally registered what was different about the wall behind the concierge desk and groaned.

      Between the time I’d left the building to meet up with Cat, and returned with a juvenile gharial, my mother’s minions had decorated the lobby to receive party guests. An enlarged photograph of me, framed in gold leaf on carved wood and draped with baby blue satin bunting, graced the wall.

      I recognized the little boy holding an ice cream cone with both hands. He stared at the double scoop of melting mint chocolate chip like the treat contained everything he’d ever wanted. Either Audrey or Eli had taken the picture within days of their newly adopted son’s arrival in New York City.

      In the photo, my clothes and eyeglasses were new and my hair freshly cut. It would be months after that picture was taken before I could eat an ice cream, or a hot dog, or a pretzel, without also feeling like I should share my bounty with every other kid on the street.

      The elevator doors dinged their warning just as Tanvir ran up and pressed an oversized padded envelope into my hands.

      “This arrived for you today,” he whispered. “I thought it might be that thing you’ve been waiting for.”

      “Thanks. Keep me posted on the kid.”

      “You know I will.”

      My heart rate had accelerated the moment Tan showed me the envelope. Crabbed handwriting and Ukrainian postal stamps said he was right; this was the thing I’d waited months for. I had wonderful parents—and no information whatsoever on the identity of my biological mother or father. I tucked the stained and manhandled envelope under my arm, and silently acknowledged the perfect synchronicity of it arriving on my birthday.

      Somewhere outside and overhead, another series of thunderous booms speared the skies and my head. Rubbing my temples, I leaned heavily against the inner wall of the lift.

      “Fourth floor, please.” From my first ride twenty-one years ago, I had engaged with the elevator’s inner workings as though its motor and gear shaft were as sentient as me.

      “Yes, Jonathan,” the mechanical voice answered. I kept my eyes closed and counted the seconds it took to pass each floor before I arrived to the sound of, “Have a nice day.”
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      “You have a nice day too.” Before leaving the elevator, I pulled my hoodie off and wrapped it around the padded envelope. My gut was in a sudden panic over what might be inside it, and I didn’t want my search to cast a shadow on my parents’ excitement about the party.

      As usual, my petite mother was overseeing operations from a folding ladder centered in the ballroom’s entranceway. The sorcerer she engaged to create special effects for her events stood to her right, a selection of oblong boxes on the floor beside him. I untied my muddied running shoes and set them and the bundle inside the private stairwell leading to my rooftop aerie.

      “Is there anything I can help with?”

      My mother grabbed my shoulder to steady herself and landed her high heels lightly on the marble floor. She opened her arms, enveloping me in a prolonged hug. “Happy birthday, Jonathan. Did you see what we did to the lobby?”

      “I did.” I returned her affection, bit my tongue about her use of my formal name, and stayed mindful of the extravagant embellishments built into her dress. I assumed the bold, red and black plaid concoction meant the designer was Alexander McQueen, a longtime friend whose passing she continued to mourn.

      “And?” she asked, arching one defined eyebrow.

      “Now everyone will know what a cute kid I was.” I pulled off my cap, ran my fingers through my unruly hair, and debated whether I had time to grab a haircut before the party. “The ballroom looks amazing.”

      “I was hoping you’d like it.” She beamed her yellow-eyed gaze up at me. Triangular bits of her dragon ruff, red edged in black just like her dress, flared away from her neck. Audrey Winslow had a deep well of power at her fingertips, and she used that power to make aspects of her dragoness appear and disappear at will. “You could help by showing Ignat to the roof. I’m so pleased with the effect of the glass orbs in the living room and ballroom, I’ve asked him to float the largest ones above the landing strip, as I want the special guests who are all flying in to feel honored from the moment they land.”

      “Of course.” I had no idea which of the evening’s guests rated as “special.” If I polled every dragon I knew, each would likely admit they considered themselves special simply by virtue of being born dragon. “Ignat, are you ready now, or—?”

      “If the ballroom is to madame’s liking, I shall begin on the roof.”

      My mother waved the sorcerer away, adding, “Be a darling and check in with me before you leave.”

      Rasputin’s lookalike pulled the front halves of his burgundy cloak around him. A collar of curly Tibetan sheepskin nearly swallowed his head. With a flick of his hand, two boxes of cantaloupe-sized glass balls floated off the floor.

      “This way.” I gestured to the wide set of stairs leading to the roof while Ignat used his magic to usher the boxes in front of us. I had to squeeze around him at the landing in order to unlock the inner glass door, and the outer metal gate. A gust of wind nearly upset the boxes.

      The sorcerer quickly lowered them to the granite pavers set in polished black river rock and surveyed the rooftop. Potted trees lined either side of the landing strip. This time of year, the magnolias and dogwoods were usually wrapped in protective layers of burlap. Someone had switched out the burlap for a shimmery white fabric stippled with pinpricks of light. I had to admit I liked the effect.

      “Hand me one orb at a time,” Ignat ordered. “Once I have it aloft and stabilized, hand me another.”

      By the fourth transfer, we had a rhythm going. I was reaching for the fifth ball when a thunderclap sounded almost directly overhead, so loud and close it sent me ducking back inside the stairwell. The sorcerer glanced over his shoulder.

      “Is there a problem?” he asked, flaring his nostrils as his gaze skated down his distinctive nose.

      “Didn’t you hear that?”

      “Hear what?” He gestured me to come back. I set another orb into his waiting palm and kept my eyes on the sky.

      “Thunder.” How could he not have heard the thunder or felt its reverberations? The storm front coming our way was packing a punch I could feel even through my personal defenses.

      “No.” Ignat dismissed the interruption. Curious, I slipped the prototype lenses on and scanned the sky again.

      “What the—” Short bursts of forked horizontal lightning accompanied the darkening clouds gathered over Central Park. What I hadn’t seen before donning the lenses were the fractured lines of gold running alongside the lightning. Gold auras meant dragon magic and if there was a dragon coming in under the cover of the changing weather, it was either huge, or extremely powerful—or both.

      “Jonathan.” Ignat clapped his hands. “Are you listening?”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m listening.” In the time it took us to empty both boxes and send dozens of glass balls to float above the rooftop, the storm continued to inch closer and closer.

      A rolling series of booms weakened my knees. I undid the ear cuffs and nearly collapsed in the rush of magic I could now feel, as well as see through the glasses. “Are you sure you can’t hear that?”

      “I’m certain I cannot hear anything remotely thunder-like.” Ignat leapt sideways to catch an orb that balked at staying afloat. He held the glass ball aloft in his fingertips and studied its shifting, pearlescent surface. “I have no idea why this one dropped. It’s not cracked or otherwise flawed. These are spells I can do in my sleep.”

      Seeming baffled, the arrogant sorcerer again chanted over the decoration and sent it floating upward to join the others.

      More booms cracked the sky, closer and louder. Steel gray clouds seeped into the spaces between the nearby buildings. Directly overhead, horizontal lightning flashes followed the curve created by the fortified wards shielding the entire rooftop. Wind gusts kicked up mini twisters of grit and dried leaves. I kept moving around the landing area and monitoring the sky. The beat of my heart sent vibrations through my bones as I waited for the dragon, or dragons, to manifest out of the roiling, metallic-tasting darkness.

      Another orb dropped, bounced once, then rolled to a stop against a ceramic planter. Ignat loosed a string of swears in Russian. “Help me catch these,” he shouted, running after another. “Whatever you’re staring at is interrupting my spells.”

      Spinning in place, I raised my arms, caught an orb, and set it in the box. Flashes continued to light up the sky above us, and when my mother’s sudden arrival sent the gate clattering against the wall, I leapt to catch the glass ball heading her way.

      “Mom, look out!”

      “Jonathan Jackson Winslow, get off this roof.”

      “Ignat needs my help.” I barely missed getting smacked in the temple by another plummeting orb, and if anything, it was my mother who should stay off the roof. She was a lot smaller than me and if she got hit by one of the orbs, the impact would likely inflict damage.

      “I. Said. Go.” She turned on me in the middle of going full dragon and squeezed my arms. Her fingers and nails had already turned to claws and worry cut sharp lines into her forehead. “Please.” She barreled away in a whirl of gold and black and red sparks and shot into the air as her crimson wings unfurled.

      “Jonathan. Did you hear what she said?” Framed by twisting golden lines of dragon magic, my father burst onto the rooftop and strode toward me, sparking green with the start of his change. “Get inside. We’ll explain later.”

      The primal need to spread my wings and follow my parents into whatever maelstrom they were headed toward burned through me. The embers of that burn were washed aside by waves of shame and frustration.

      I snapped. I was fucking done with feeling impotent. As Ignat swept his arms through the air like a seiner casting their net, and captured the remaining orbs, I let acid tear through my gut and send me to my hands and knees. I spread my fingers as they turned into dense black claws and felt the same shift in my toes. Scales replaced skin along my arms and legs. My spine cracked as it lengthened and my complex, over-thinking human brain switched into survival mode.

      I scrabbled in a circle, lifted my snout to smell the clue-laden air, sensed clouds heavy with rain and the presence of dragons. I shook my head. Blinked to clear my eyes and discovered I could see the dragons’ auras, so many golden lines like the trails left by streaking stars.

      Worried, I circled and paced, creating whorls of marks in the surface of the landing strip. Spirit, it was strange to be fully in my dragon body while holding a conduit open into my human mind.

      Could I use this to push my dragon further, to let go of his fear and let out his wings? I looked to the wall surrounding the rooftop and the tall iron fencing and knew the answer was no. I was as caged on top of this roof as I was caged inside myself, and that piece of knowledge sent me careening back into the body of Jonathan Jackson Winslow.

      I lay on the roughed up surface, belly down and panting, and welcomed the sensation of sleet smacking against my skin. The sorcerer was no longer on the roof. What was left of my running clothes were scattered on the ground around me. I pushed up onto my knees, caught my breath, and gazed up. The mist continued to block out the buildings on three sides. The dragons had taken their battle elsewhere.

      I gathered up the pieces of fabric. There was nothing I could do about the gouges in the landing strip. Inside my aerie, ensconced in gray shadows and ambient streetlight, I wrapped myself in a towel and opened fully to my magic.

      The prescience—a kind of extrasensory awareness that felt like I was the only one using a private radio frequency—flowed toward me, resentful to have been kept at bay. I raised my arms, though the prescience was invisible.

      Stop. We have a deal. The prescience softened its prickly edges, allowing me to expand my ribs and lungs and breathe into its arrival.

      My magic had taken a toll on me when puberty hit. During a session with an acupuncturist, I learned that needles stuck in specific spots on my ears could make the impending sense of doom I lived with recede enough I could manage my worsening agoraphobia.

      Ear cuffs shaped from a blend of iron and other simple metals inset with tiny, sharp points, became the answer to my inability to leave the safety of the Park Avenue mansion, or have superficial social contact with other Magicals. The ear cuffs did nothing for the imbalance I experienced every time I came up against an edge, especially if going forward came with the possibility of stumbling or falling.

      Falling off the roof, falling down stairs, falling in love, and maybe most frustrating of all as I matured, falling into sexual release.

      Sexual arousal? No problem. Orgasm? No way. My fear of falling, of letting go, meant I was a twenty-nine-year-old virgin. And tonight, in front of a hundred guests, I had to appear to be the educated, cultured, sophisticated son of Audrey and Elijah Winslow. Underneath that façade, I was a mess.

      Even as I kept telling myself to breathe, I wanted to tell myself to shut up, that breathing never made these feelings go away; that ninety percent of the time, reminders to breathe came right on the heels of my incompetence and it was that failure I focused on.

      All I really wanted from life right now was to grow wings and get laid. Maybe if I blew out my candles on the ridiculous cake I’d seen on the dessert table in the ballroom, my wishes would come true.

      Fuck. Instead of staying inside my aerie and focusing on my failings and my damn breathing, I grabbed the reins to my magic and rode the prescience past the familiar sounds coming up from the fourth floor, past the sleet hitting the windows facing the park.

      When I pushed past my comfort zone, I sensed the protective wards placed throughout the building. Some were Catriona’s work. She’d installed wards within and around my aerie at my request. Some wards carried my mother’s magic signature, some carried my father’s. Others I assumed were placed by professionals to keep the contents of the Winslow Art Gallery on the ground floor safe.

      I sensed the gharial shifters moving about the lobby. Rising, I let my awareness linger outside the second-floor windows. I couldn’t see in, nor could I sense my way in, and I should have been able to. The second floor was where my parents housed visiting artists, providing them with stipends, studio spaces, and the freedom to create.

      I tried harder to penetrate those second-floor wards by feeling for seams where they connected and overlapped, only to have my exploration interrupted as both parents dove through the protective dome one after the other, talons out, and landed. Gold-tinged magic exploded across the roof and pinged against the wards as they shifted into their fully-dressed human forms.

      I adjusted the towel around my hips, opened the door to my aerie, and waved them inside. I wanted us to speak before they had a chance to set their masks in place.

      Audrey brushed past me, prowling the interior of my living space, fists clenched at her sides and steam literally pouring off her skin. Eli’s face registered more concern than I’d seen since I was a boundary testing teenager.

      “What was that all about?” I directed my question to both of them.

      Eli folded his arms across his chest. “A dragon we no longer consider welcome in our social circle was upset they hadn’t been invited to the party and decided they wanted to plead their case in person. They were trying to land on the roof when you were out there with Ignat.”

      My magic battered the edge of my awareness like ocean swells meeting the same cliff over and over.

      What are you trying to tell me?

      The prescience invited me to ride it out and up to where a dragon circled high overhead, their wing beats dampened. Aggressive. Forceful. Poised to pick a fight, the dragon had a distinctly male signature. Whoever it was Audrey and Eli thought they chased off wasn’t giving up easily.

      “Why didn’t you let me see them, meet them? Do I need to remind the two of you I’m the surveillance expert in the family? I handle situations like this for clients. I can certainly handle them for my family.”

      Eli shook his head, slicing the side of his hand through the air as he spat out his opinion. “No, no, and no. Tonight’s celebration is not the appropriate occasion to open negotiations on renewing an alliance, let alone rebuilding a relationship.”

      His jaw worked to hold back whatever else he wanted to say. My jaw did the same.

      What alliance? What relationship?

      “Dad. I’m twenty-nine. I’m a fully formed adult.”

      My mother came up behind me and settled her hand between my shoulder blades. “Without a working set of wings,” she whispered, “to some you’re a dragon on paper only, Jake. There are those who would think nothing of using your disability against you. Against us.”

      Blood pounded against my eardrums. My disability. “Is that your way of telling me I shouldn’t broadcast my underdeveloped wings to any of your ‘special guests’?”

      “‘Underdeveloped’?” Eli shot back. “Your wings are non-existent, son, despite every effort we’ve made to trigger their development.”

      Insight exploded inside my head, scattering tiny shards of slivered glass to irritate every nerve. “The only trigger you haven’t tried is forcing me to accept a mate.”

      Accepting a mate included—no, demanded—sexual coupling and I—

      “We hoped you would have all the time you needed to find your mate and accept the bond. The magnitude of that event alone would surely be enough to stimulate the growth of your wings.”

      My mother went to stand next to my father. Audrey and Elijah Winslow. Always and forever a united front. “We’ve only ever wanted the best for you.”

      “And I’ve never seen my lack of wings as a disability,” I shot back.

      Only, I had. The inability to fly alongside family and friends planted a seed of shame inside me the moment I realized I was different. That seed had grown into a tangled mess of intractable vines. But lack of wings wasn’t my deepest shame. Standing in front of my parents, that…thing, that unreachable memory feeding its poison into my secrets welled up inside, threatening to bury me in its root bed.

      I strode to the door to the rooftop and gestured for my parents to leave. “I need to get dressed. I’ll see you downstairs at seven o’clock.”

      Beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, the clusters of lights on the potted trees had lost their charm. Everything inside me was jumbled and messy, and the moment Audrey and Eli entered the stairwell to the fourth floor, I stepped back onto the rooftop. I had to get out there again, feel the rain and the cold against my skin. I walked barefoot down the center of the shredded landing strip, stopped before the waist-high wall surrounding the entire roof, and gripped the iron bars. The arrow-tipped metal fencing rose up and curved overhead, enclosing me in a giant, inanimate claw.

      The familiar terror of falling that had earlier seized my dragon gut now threatened to buckle my knees. Edges and verges and overhangs, anything that smacked of a nearby abyss, froze me from the inside out. No matter how hard I tried, no matter how many attempts I made, I could not make myself look down.

      I envied the massive gargoyles squatting on each corner of the roof and the lack of fear on their snarling stone features. A few times in my teenage years, I’d tried to challenge my fears by offering to help the gardener with the gargoyles’ seasonal cleanings. The best I could do was hand him scrub brushes and refill his cleaning bucket.

      I tried other approaches and challenged my fears of edges and falling and heights when failure wasn’t life-threatening, like leaping off low diving boards or attacking mogul-filled ski slopes, and I’d done okay.

      The wind picked up force. Punched me in the chest. Reminded me I couldn’t wear a towel to a formal party. I released my hold on the icy rails. Familiar light patterns from the apartment building across the street wavered and went near-dark. I glanced to my right, to my left, toward Central Park, then skyward.

      Twenty, twenty-five feet above, more of the unusual horizontal lightning splayed out, only this time it was silent. The darkness emanating from inside the earlier cloud had been replaced with a more delicate, hesitant presence laced with white gold I didn’t need the special lenses to see.

      I watched and counted and silently begged the dragon to show themselves. As if in answer, sections of that white gold light burst at regular intervals. Each flash resembled a bird’s foot, an imprint left behind in wet sand. I went to my knees, and then to my back, a face-up supplicant with a bare chest and a vulnerable heart.

      The pace of the flashing footprints slowed until two silver, multi-clawed shapes hovered directly over me. The wind quieted and the light from a single star intensified.

      My pulse throbbed inside my ears. I held my breath. The ball of light came closer, turning bluer as it fell from the sky and landed on the wards. The star blinked into a dragon’s eye and its stare pinned me to the landing strip like a rabbit in the grass.

      I stared back. Haloed by the dragon’s white gold aura, the eye blinked again. One sharp, black, rain-glistened claw pierced the dome, slowing the hammering inside my ears. If that dragon had the power to send a single claw through the magic-imbued ward, it would have no trouble shredding a section large enough to fly through.

      Rain dropped through the ragged hole and hit my face. The tip of the claw retracted. The eye disappeared and the dome bowed and sprung back, releasing the pressure in my chest. I sucked in a sudden breath and stayed perfectly still until I registered my parents’ concern through the layers of plaster and marble and rebar underneath my back.

      My fully embodied presence was expected at my party, perfectly attired and smiling. Rolling onto my side, I spied two silver drops the size and shape of lead fishing lures. Their surface glowed like black pearls in the reflected city light and they gave off the same white gold aura as the dragon. I undid the towel, used it to pick the drops up, and returned to the warmth of my aerie.

      I deposited the mysterious objects in a pouch spelled to nullify magical objects and shook out my arms. There would be time to examine the drops later. The festivities were starting in nineteen minutes and I could no longer delay the inevitable. Two minutes later, I was showered and surveying my closet for the bespoke evening attire capable of armoring me within the uniform of the wealthy.

      I started with black silk boxer briefs, an Italian-made dress shirt, and black wool pants. I buttoned the leather tabs of a set of woven silk bracers onto the inside of the pants’ waistband. Slipping the straps over my shoulders, I adjusted their fit and noticed I’d chosen ones patterned with snowy egrets in flight.

      How ironic. I sat on a chair, pulled dress socks over my calves and slipped my feet into patent leather dancing shoes. I measured the length of the laces before tying them tight—and had to stop myself from double-tying the bow. Orphans who didn’t want to lose their ill-fitting shoes took that extra precaution, not the adopted sons of the dragon elite.

      Standing, I slid my arms into the tuxedo jacket, flipped up the shirt collar, and attempted to do up my bow tie. Shaking hands could barely manage the knot. I left it loose around my neck, tucked the pouch with the silver drops into a pocket, and picked up my favorite ring. The chunk of antimonite—which I’d found in the Transcarpathian Mountains and carried to New York in the child-sized backpack presented to me by my new mom—was encircled with spires of black kyanite and set in platinum.

      I dimmed the lights and glanced into the corners of the room where the walls met the floor and the ceiling. Certain the wards protecting my sacrosanct space were strong, I descended my private staircase to the fourth floor.

      “Here he is, the birthday boy!”

      Genuine joy spanned my waiting parents’ faces. Relief was mixed in there too and in that moment, I forgave Audrey and Eli for the pain I’d felt during our earlier interaction. I soaked in what I could and chalked up the extra oomph in their hugs to their high hopes for the party’s success. I lifted my bow tie in a gesture of reconciliation. My father deftly worked the strip of silk into a perfect, wrinkle-free variation of the diamond-tip knot.

      “You look lovely, Mom. Spiffy as always, Dad.”

      “Thank you, darling.” Audrey surveyed my ensemble as she brushed at the jacket’s lapels, tucked a stubborn curl behind my ear, and made other minute adjustments until I was presentable. I recognized her particular look of approval when it finally settled onto her face.

      Game time.
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      A tastefully subdued chime announced the evening’s first arrivals. From where I stood on the Winslow family crest embedded in the center of the foyer floor, I could see Aravind inside the elevator. His white-gloved finger pressed the button keeping the doors open until the last ruffle of the guest’s floor-length gown passed over the threshold.

      Moments after twin daughters were introduced by their parents, I forgot their names. I was distracted by trying to flag Aravind for a status update on the juvenile gharial.

      “You’d think the Twillings would insist on a greater degree of modesty,” Eli whispered as the foursome glided toward the formal living room, where a bar had been set up for the event. Extra staff waited to fill drink orders and ply guests with trays of hors d’oeuvres.

      “Darling, the twins are a package deal per their decision, not their parents.” Audrey elbowed me and asked, “Interested?”

      If the two young women had dressed in something scandalous, I’d missed it. And no, I wasn’t the least bit interested. An endlessly repeated truism about the mating bond was the near-instantaneous sense of “knowing” it bestowed. Neither twin heated my blood or created any other mysterious sensation anywhere in my body.

      “Mom. Please.”

      She snorted. I savored the moment of levity because Audrey Winslow, doyenne of dragon society and flag bearer to tradition, was rarely in a joking mood. Determined to do better, I tried employing a mnemonic device, rhyming each guest’s name with an aspect of their features or clothing.

      That worked. Sort of. Though I fumbled to rhyme Branik, Stanik, and Yanik with something other than slang for the male anatomy and pointed the well-groomed triplets toward the Twilling sisters.

      Luckily, the next few waves of guests were long-time friends of Audrey and Eli. Their familiar faces required no extra effort and their birthday wishes felt genuinely given. More tension loosened from my jaw and shoulders when Catriona and Luciano arrived, along with a trio of young women.

      Luc and Cat waited for the three friends to introduce themselves first. I smiled wide, guided the women toward the appetizers, pointed out Branik, Stanik, and Yanik, and considered that maybe I’d missed my calling and I should be the one setting up single dragons.

      “Happy birthday, Jake. This is from both of us.” Cat tucked a small, glossy black envelope into my jacket’s outer breast pocket.

      I took in her glittery green sheath, which stopped mid-thigh in the front and trailed yards of some kind of frothy fabric behind. Her usual afro had been transformed into a tower of braids encircled by the wide band of pavé diamonds she’d won from me in a bet.

      “You look absolutely stunning.”

      “And you look like you could use a drink.” Luc, elegant in a shawl collar tux and black shirt, greeted me with a combination handshake, one-armed hug, and a pat on the back. “And thank you for clearing up the mystery of the miniature burglar. Catriona filled me in on the details.”

      “You’re welcome, and a drink sounds great.” The jaguar shifter promised to have a glass of Scotch ready and waiting as soon as my initial round of hosting duties was over.

      By seven thirty, everyone who’d RSVP’d had been ushered into the formal living room for the extended cocktail hour, and I’d stashed the gifts and cards in my aerie. Aravind was finally able to step out of the elevator long enough to let me know Kunal had been given permission by the Widows and Orphans Aid Society to take the young gharial home to be cared for by him, his wife, and his mother-in-law. Happy about the arrangement, I excused myself to wash my hands. When I rejoined my parents, my father commented about having sore fingers from all the handshakes as my mother wiped traces of lipstick off his cheeks.

      A gong sounded from the rooftop, reminding me drinks and food were in the other room and I hadn’t eaten anything since the bagel in the park. I was on my way to relieving Luciano of the glass tumbler he was waving in my direction when my father grabbed my elbow.

      “I believe the Protectors have begun to arrive,” he said. “Kunar will bring them down together and make the introductions. Is my tie straight?”

      “Looking sharp, Dad. And what are the Protectors?” I assumed they were the night’s “special guests.”

      “Every sector of our earthly realm is watched over by a single dragon—watched and monitored, not ruled—hence the title. The dragons are elected to the post and spend twelve years in the role.” He brushed his hands down his sleeves while keeping an eye on the entrance to the vaulted staircase to the roof. “They or their representative are flying in and shall be down once they’ve all landed.”

      He lowered his voice, though he and my mother and I were the only ones in the foyer. “Take note of the order they enter. They’ll likely draw straws to see who’s introduced first. Whichever one currently holds the most power will enter last.”

      “Were you or Mom ever—” More gongs reverberated from above, silencing my desire to know if either parent had ever been a Protector, and the sensation of pressure built inside my head and chest. Invisible hands on my shoulders urged me to kneel, lift my chin, expose my throat. A competing sensation streamed over my awareness, probing with coolly inquisitive, liquid fingers. Neither parent looked like they felt the need to drop to the floor or bare their soul, and neither looked remotely anxious or stressed.

      I needed more protection against the Magicals gathering on the roof before they descended to meet us. I doubled checked the positioning of my ear cuffs. They were solidly connected to the upper curve of each ear. Curling my fingers into a relaxed fist, I pressed my thumb against the uneven surfaces of the stones in my ring and whispered a second ward into place. I called on the added protective magic because something about the incoming guests felt off.

      I glanced at my parents. They seemed mesmerized by the sight of Kunal descending the stairs connecting the foyer to the rooftop. The gharial shifter had allowed a smattering of turquoise scales to line his neck, jaw, cheek bones and eyebrows, and completely cover his hands.

      He took one step into the foyer and one step to the side. I exhaled sharply as the combination of antimonite and kyanite in my ring built a membranous shield underneath my skin. The calming ward settled into place just in time.

      “Presenting Delphine, Protector of the Pelagic Realm.”

      Kunal extended his left arm to the dragoness flowing into view. Her long-sleeved gown, dyed in swaths of oceanic blues and greens, molded to her curves and flared out from below her knees. The back of the dress fishtailed side to side behind her, even after she stopped moving.

      “Presenting Dušha Jelínek, Representative for the Protector of the Great Within.”

      A dragoness draped in gossamer layers of every shade of white stopped in front of me. “My mistress sends her deepest apologies that she cannot mark this occasion in person. She sends her blessing to the young dragon and to both his parents.” Dušha glided over to stand beside Delphine. They acknowledged each other with wide smiles and hand squeezes.

      “Presenting Caelum, Protector of the Skyland Realm.” Caelum, a dark and stormy dragon, entered in his quarter-form. The impressive ability required him to harness and direct his inborn magic on a level I aspired to. He kept the modified version of his wings plastered tightly against his back.

      “Presenting Boreas, Protector of the Icebound Realm.” A dragon with an athletic build similar to mine paused in the doorway before entering. Translucent layers of blues and whites built his non-Western evening wear. Surprisingly warm eyes found mine and unlike the others, he smiled.

      “Presenting Fiametta, Protector of the Volcanic Realm.”

      Heavy, curvaceous, and grounded, Fiametta took her time descending the stairs. She too wore a floor length gown in reds and blacks my mother surely appreciated. Fire magic seethed below the surface of her reddish-brown skin.

      “Presenting Ojore, Protector of the Great Beyond.” A warrior dragon with a haunted gaze and metal-tipped poles strapped to his back entered the foyer, bowed crisply to Audrey and Eli, and joined his peers.

      Confident footsteps rang down the marble stairs. My father’s intriguing prediction that the final dragon to descend the stairs was the one holding the most power heightened my curiosity.

      “Presenting the Representative for the Protector of the Underlands and the Great Beneath.” Audrey grabbed my hand and just as suddenly let it go. Eli, who was closer to the entranceway, stiffened as a man in a pewter gray silk suit stepped out of the shadows. His wavy, dark blond hair was combed off his face. My parents steeled themselves further, and the five Protectors and the other Representative kept their faces neutral when Kunal spoke the final special guest’s name.

      “Casimir Vitryenko.”

      The blond-haired Casimir took his time coming fully into the circle of light cast by the massive chandelier. His heels hit the marble landing like fists against bare flesh and the cut of his suit showed off a muscular physique. The dragon could have been in his mid-thirties, or much, much older. He had the swagger of someone who thought very highly of themselves, and never shifted his predatory gaze off me as he claimed the center spot in the lineup, forcing the others to accommodate his unspoken order to make room for his broad shoulders.

      My parents and I remained poised atop the family crest. One of them kept exhaling sharply through their nose. I clasped my hands behind my back, reaffirmed the stones in my ring were holding my shield, and studied the beings forming a half circle in front of us.

      Their bodies, faces, and attire ran the gamut from jacked up human, like Casimir, to Ojore’s undeniable otherworldliness. I half expected the raw power coursing within the circular foyer to crack the marble tiles.

      “Welcome, each of you. Our hearth is your hearth, our bounty is your bounty, our son is yours to bless.” Elijah’s greeting diffused some of the tension circulating among the special guests and heightened mine. No one alerted me to the blessings portion of the evening, and I had no idea what to expect when Delphine, the first Protector down the stairs, glided forward and stopped in front of me. She ran her fingers down the outside of both jacket sleeves until her cool hands found my wrists. The sensation of her touch matched the watery inquiry I’d felt earlier.

      “My gift to you is a conch shell. Blow it to summon help. If you would lower your head please?” She pulled a heavy silver chain from around her neck. A miniature version of a conch, likely fashioned from quartz, dangled from one of the links. She looped the necklace over my head, adjusted it so the shell lined up with my shirt buttons, and returned to her place.

      “The Protector of the Great Within gifts you with a segment of soulstone from one of your ancestors.” Dušha held up an egg-shaped piece of what looked like a milky opal, smooth and rounded on one side, rough on the other two. She patiently added the gift to the silver chain.

      “My gift to you is a wind rose that will allow you to summon favorable weather.” I studied the sharp lines of Caelum’s gaunt features and refined wings as he added a large coin to the necklace. The Protector of the Skyland Realm then gripped both of my shoulders and whispered, “Find me when you are ready to initiate your training.”

      He moved away before I could ask what training. I’d never received an offer from another dragon to train in draconic skills, and I was distracted imagining the possibilities while Boreas affixed a set of crossed, miniature arrows to the necklace. One arrow was slightly shorter than the other. “My gift to you is the hands of time.” He grinned before adding, “Lining up the hands stops time for thirty seconds.”

      “My gift to you comes from the belly of the volcano.” Fiametta uncurled her fingers, showing off the curvy female reclining in her palm. The miniature sculpture, carved from green obsidian, could have been her self-portrait. Focusing her attention on adding her charm to the necklace, she smiled at me from under thick eyelashes. “Yes, I was the model. The artist sculpted this from stone created within the belly of my most beloved volcano. She’ll help you know when to sleep, and when to wake.”

      The Protector of the Great Beyond stepped forward next. He pinched a tiny glass vial between two fingers and held it up between us. “Ashes from stars that died before any of us were born remind us not to fear that which we do not know.” Holding the necklace with one hand, Ojore hooked the open end of the loop atop the vial though a link in the chain and waited for it to seal closed.

      A piece of a dead dragon in my bloodline, and ancient ashes. That was an interesting combination.

      “The Protector of the Underlands and the Great Beneath’s gift to you is a piece of rock from the place that supplies his power.” Casimir closed the space between us with three steps and followed the same protocol of adding the gift to the necklace. He seemed annoyed there was no space on the links for his gift to sit front and center.

      The surly dragon stood close enough I could smell his emotions roiling across his skin. Curious to locate the scents other than his need to dominate, I flared my nostrils, inhaled softly, and identified fir trees, wet rocks, and the ozone produced by lightning.

      I stored that away, and because I was unsure about what was expected of me next, I bowed to each of the seven. “Thank you for these gifts. I will treasure them. Thank you as well for coming to New York to celebrate my birthday with me and my parents and our other guests.”

      “Don’t forget to use them,” Fiametta said.

      “And no regifting,” Boreas added, breaking the odd band of tension threatening to turn my sniffing for personal scents into a full-blown sinus headache. The Protectors and Representatives relaxed, talking among themselves as they entered the noisy cocktail hour. All except for Casimir. I waited to see where he headed, glanced at my mother, and noticed her tracking him like a hawk. He chose the guest lounge over the open bar, and my father gripped my mother’s elbow. Heads together, he steered her toward the bar.

      I almost followed Casimir, but there could have been other guests using the lounge and I wasn’t looking to create a scene or a confrontation. I just wanted to understand why his arrival set my parents on edge. He could have been the dragon they chased off earlier. The ozone clinging to his clothes supported that supposition.

      I faced the formal living room and adjusted my cufflinks as I mulled the question of Casimir’s intentions, and others I’d save for after the party, or tomorrow. During what was left of the time set aside for cocktails, I’d mingle, initiating the small talk expected of me even as the magic imbued within the charms on my necklace thrummed against my upper chest.

      Casimir never reappeared. I slid my set of magic-enhanced lenses on and went to find Luc and Cat. I barely had time to savor the Scotch Luc shoved at me before Eli announced dinner.

      Everyone found their designated seat with the help of calligraphed place cards. I scuttled the need to bring the necklace to my aerie and go over the gifts one by one. Instead, I gave myself over to enjoying the company of the very single, very available dragons assigned to my table and the ones nearby.

      Every one of the twenty- and thirty-somethings was incredibly sparkly. There wasn’t a dragon in the room who wasn’t wearing a noticeable percentage of the family fortune hanging from their earlobes, or around their necks and wrists, stuck into their hair, their lapels, and Goddess knew where else. Custom-blended perfumes floated over bared shoulders and circled strong necks. Underneath the manufactured scents, the combination of natural lures created a musky base.

      I used a lull in my table’s conversation to scan the room for magical signatures. Gold lines predominated, adding to the cacophony battering my senses. I excused myself between courses to check on Cat. Luciano was in an animated conversation, in Italian, with two of my mother’s closest friends.

      “How’re you doing?” I asked, crouching between their chairs.

      “I love getting dressed up, which you probably did not know, because if you did, you’d say yes to more events like this, and no to some of that crackers-and-cheese-plate pro bono work.” Cat planted her elbow on the table and rested her chin on her fingers. Crystals decorated the tips of her polished nails. “I could pretty myself up for a party at least once a week. Any chance of me becoming a regular on your mother’s invitation list?”

      “Do you have twenty grand to donate to whatever cause she’s backing at any given time?”

      “Not exactly. Though I could offer Audrey my services. Discreet background checks, access to the muckity-mucks in the witch community, that kind of thing.” Her chandelier earrings swayed as she spoke, her skin glowed, and her eyes sparkled. Cat looked happy.

      “I’ll put in a good word for you.”

      “You do that.” She stopped scanning the room and turned her attention to me. “And how are you? How many offers have you received?”

      “Offers?”

      “Yeah, offers. Like, for your hand in marriage or an exchange of financial spreadsheets or however it is dragons do their courting.”

      I showed her my phone. “Is fourteen new numbers excessive?”

      She bit down on what I was sure would have been a snarky retort. “Oh, Jake, that’s sweet. You going to take them on dates one by one, or interview them en mass like one of those reality TV dating shows?”

      “I literally have no idea what you’re talking about,” I confessed. “What I’m hoping for is an emergency call from a client who wants to send me to the Yukon Territory to surveil herds of caribou and sheep for the next couple of months.”

      Cat worked very hard to not burst into her signature, raucous laugh. “You’ll get through this.” She looked over my shoulder and waved at someone. “And your time schmoozing with your business partner is up. Your mother’s glaring at me.”

      I kissed her cheek. “You look gorgeous.”

      My weapon-toting, wise-ass cracking friend blushed deeply. “Thank you, Jake. You clean up nicely too. Now go find us more gigs like this.”

      Grinning, I made a full circle of the ballroom, stopping briefly at every table before parking myself near Audrey and Elijah. The Protectors and Representatives seated with them appeared to be enjoying each other’s company. I tuned out extraneous chatter and found being in the midst of the party easier than expected. When I tapped into the prescience and used it to observe Casimir, I encountered a host of strong emotions and opinions, chief among them anger, a sense of entitlement, and his belief he was better than his position indicated.

      Interesting. Casimir thought he should have been elected Protector of the Underlands and the Great Beneath. I’d have to ask Audrey or Eli who was in the role now.

      My next meander through the packed room landed me at the dessert table. Zeroing in on the truffles, I plucked a chocolate-coated treat topped with an orange sugar flower from the tray and popped it into my mouth. Passion fruit filling exploded on my tongue, providing a moment of liquid pleasure. Thoughts of Casimir disappeared.

      The prescience alerted me to the arrival of another guest—and insisted I take my attention off the chocolates and transfer it to a different kind of sweet. Not wanting to be too obvious, I casually scanned the table before lifting my gaze to the massive mirror centered on the wall and the woman posing artfully in the entrance to the ballroom.
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      The lenses informed me the gorgeous woman was a witch. Framed by light brown lines and vines laden with night-blooming flowers, she wore an absolutely stunning dress. Large verdigris copper sequins celebrated her tall, angular silhouette, hugged her breasts, and flowed in layers over her waist, hips, and thighs. Her unadorned, near-black hair fell in waves past her shoulders.

      Everything I could see, everything the prescience sensed, we—I found sensuous and arousing. I basked in the unexpected sensation, grateful for the layers of black wool camouflaging my physical reaction, and bit into another truffle. Salted caramel and dark chocolate filled the chamber of my mouth. I let the bite soften before I chewed and contemplated how to approach the witch now blatantly returning my stare.

      I loosened my hold on the hesitation I carried with me everywhere. Wiping my sticky fingertips on a tiny napkin, I wove around the tables and chairs, drawn to the shimmering gold edging each shiny circle on her dress and twining with the brown lines of her aura. Reaching the mystery guest, I bowed from the waist.

      “I’m Jake. I apologize for my lack of manners, but I’ve forgotten your name.”

      “We were never introduced,” she said, extending her arm. Multiple gold rings circled every finger and a hint of a smile lifted one corner of her mouth. “I’m Elodie. I’m an assistant to one of the Representatives.”

      “Have you eaten?” I kissed the top of her hand, no longer sure who or what had hijacked my limbs, and caught a whiff of treetops underneath her perfume.

      Elodie patted her stomach area. Skinny gold bracelets, some with bells and delicate charms, jangled at her wrist. “Yes, the other assistants and I were served in a different dining room. I’m on the hunt for dessert. Rumor has it there’s cake?”

      She teased the corner of her mouth with the tip of her tongue. I almost volunteered on the spot to slather myself in icing and be her dessert. “I think cake-cutting is the next item on the agenda, followed by dancing. Would you save a dance for me?”

      “If that would make the birthday boy happy.”

      “It would make me happy.” I tried not to wince or snap back that I wasn’t a boy. Elodie must have come in through the lobby and seen the swath of baby blue satin draping the photograph of eight-year-old me.

      “I think it’s time for you to blow out your candles.” She pointed behind me, then brushed her fingers across my chest as she passed. The lenses showed delicate strands of gold woven through her aura, which made sense if she was aligned with a dragon. More gold glowed along the long column of her spine. When I looked over the tops of the eyeglass frames, the gold disappeared. Keeping the glasses in place, I tried to catch up with her. I got close enough to see the golden lines were a series of separate sigils, took out my phone…and realized the markings wouldn’t show in the image.

      Another piece of magic-recording tech for me to work on. Before I could memorize all of the sigils and the order from top to bottom, Elodie sandwiched herself between two other guests. I veered toward the dessert table, my waiting parents, and the next choreographed section of the evening.

      The band played a musical introduction from the living room, cueing ninety-six dragons into singing “Happy Birthday” to me. I leaned in to whisper my gratitude to both my mother and my father and begged them to forego any speeches they might have planned. Being the center of attention wasn’t something I sought. Ever.

      “This is your moment to wax eloquent, son.” My mother stopped clapping, squeezed my upper arm with both hands, and beamed at me. That was my cue to embrace the spotlight. Setting my smile, I surveyed the myriad faces with my lenses intact, took a deep breath in, and let it out.

      “Thank you all for coming.” Auras in shades of gold, copper, and other metals lit up the room, competing with the dazzling jewels. “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for my parents, Audrey and Elijah. When they adopted me, I had no idea there was a world filled with dragons” —I spun toward my parents and grinned— “and ice cream and all the other things, physical and otherwise, that they provided me with. Without their generosity, I would not be here. Mom, Dad, I love you.”

      I opened my arms wide and swept Audrey and Eli into an embrace. I thought I’d done well for being put on the spot over and over again since arriving home from the park. The clapping resounding off the walls supported my opinion.

      My mother broke away first. While I was speechifying, the servers had lit the banks of birthday candles on the three-tiered chocolate cake on the table behind us. I closed my eyes, inhaled—and pulled up the multitude of wishes I knew I wanted to make.

      I pictured a magnificent set of wings jutting out from my back as I transitioned into my dragon form. I pictured myself flying above New York City, over oceans and mountains. I pictured meeting the love of my life and knowing instantaneously that she—whoever she was—belonged to me as much as I belonged to her.

      Once I visualized my wishes, I blew, snuffing out every tiny flame, and got a kick out of cutting slices of cake for my guests. Once I’d made a dent in the massive dessert, the servers took over. I took a moment to borrow my father’s fountain pen and quickly sketched out what I could remember of the sigils on Elodie’s back onto the calling cards stuffed into my pocket.

      

      My mother had wanted live music. When the band segued into a lively number, Eli guided her away from those lingering over dessert or gossiping and led a cluster of guests out of the ballroom. Delphine, Protector of the Pelagic Realm, made a beeline for me as I walked with the second wave into the formal living room. Her mermaid-tail dress swished over the marble.

      Audrey’s party planners envisioned a night sky come to life. Ignat’s glass orbs, lit from within and spelled to change colors as they moved above the guests’ heads and around the room, made it feel like we really were dancing closer to the stars.

      The band shifted to a slower number, and I offered Delphine my arm.

      “I don’t wear shoes,” she blurted, as we started a basic box step. I wanted to see how she moved before trying anything more complicated.

      “I haven’t stepped on anyone’s toes since I was fifteen,” I assured her. She held herself so stiffly, I felt compelled to add, “At least, not on the dance floor.”

      My confession helped put her at ease.

      “I wanted to speak with you privately,” she said, lifting her heels. She relaxed her posture somewhat when I guided her into a quarter turn. Bending slightly, I brought my head closer to hear what she wanted to say.

      “I doubt anyone will hear us over the music.”

      Delphine inched closer. I secured my arm around her back and moved us toward the periphery of the less crowded section of the temporary parquet floor.

      “When I received Audrey’s invitation to this event, I…I did a little digging,” she began, peering up at me, her eyes wide and bright. By any standard of beauty, she was beautiful. And in close proximity, I could smell salt from evaporated ocean water clinging to her skin and hair. “Your parents are extremely admired within dragon society and they are notoriously successful art dealers and philanthropists.

      “On the other hand, you’re an unknown entity. For being such public personas, they’ve managed to keep you well hidden.” She lifted her chin to better study my face. Her gaze lingered on the necklace she’d given me. “You’ve managed to keep yourself out of the public eye. One has to wonder if that was deliberate, or—” The music swelled, cutting off the rest of her words.

      “Or what?” I asked, when there was a lull.

      “I made a tentative inquiry into your mind as I waited on the roof for the others to arrive.”

      My skin prickled. I used to hate it when other Magicals used their powers to get underneath my skin and scope me out, especially when I was a teenager, hence the carefully constructed mental shields I maintained through meditation and visualization.

      I still hated the intrusion.

      “You’ve built many shields around yourself, Jonathan. Once I saw those hidden obstacles, I tried again using the ocean magic accessible to me as a Protector. While my colleagues bestowed their gifts, I deepened that initial connection.”

      Delphine’s actions explained the curious magic I sensed earlier in the evening. She turned her head away from my chest. “I owe you an apology. For a long time I was a much weaker dragon. Stepping inside other’s bodies started as an act of self-defense. It’s now become something I do out of habit.”

      I waited for her to apologize, and had to prompt her to continue. “So why are you telling me this?”

      “Because what I saw surprised me.” She leaned away and glanced down the front of my torso. “Inside, you are blocked beyond the walls you deliberately set up. Barricaded. There’s a tough shield across your back where your wings form. There’s yet another layer of shielding around your sexuality. I sense both are constructs of your doing, something you created…reflexively.”

      “Can you see what caused me to create the blocks?”

      “Only with your permission, and only by direct touch. Even then, I might not be able to gather much.”

      This conversation with a stranger couldn’t get much more intimate. I might even be able to use her ill-gotten insight to my advantage and further shield my vulnerabilities. “I give you permission to continue your exploration.”

      “May I place my hand on your chest?”

      “Yes.”

      I brought both my hands to the back of her waist and stuck to box-stepping in the corner. Her touch was light. She almost immediately jerked her hand away, shook out her wrist, and shot me a reproving look. “You’ve set up a protective ward.” She scanned my body and stopped at my hands. “Antimonite. Smart choice. Would you mind taking off your ring?”

      I dissolved the internal warding, slipped the heavy platinum band into my pocket, and undid the single button on my jacket. The front halves fell open. Delphine slid her hand underneath the charms and pressed her hand to my chest, just below my collarbones.

      “Much better.” She closed her eyes. Her whole body softened and she ended up resting the side of her head beside her hand. “You might feel me probing. It shouldn’t hurt.”

      Rivulets flowed under my skin, stronger this time, cooling and calming as they slipped over and around muscles and tendons. I found it challenging to listen to the music, monitor what Delphine was doing—and watch out for her bare toes.

      “I’m sorry this is taking so long,” Delphine whispered. “Your mother will be—” She sucked in a breath. “Your mother. I sense your mother.”

      “Audrey?”

      “No, no, your first mother. The one who birthed you.” As she took in more information, her spine stiffened. “Oh, Jonathan, I didn’t know—” She jerked her hand away and pressed her knuckles against her own chest as she stared up at me. “I didn’t know I would feel so much…so much fear. Give me a moment to gather my impressions.”

      I gave up pretending we were dancing and stopped. Delphine closed her eyes and tapped her fingertips against the upper part of her sternum. “The fear inside you is not connected to an act of sexual violation.”

      Relief flooded through me, followed by shaking. “Then what is it? What happened to me? What was so awful that even my wings won’t grow?”

      She gasped. Slipped one slender arm under my jacket and probed the vertebra in the middle and upper sections of my spine. “I will leave you with this,” she whispered. “Your fear is connected to your birth mother. And none of it is your fault.”
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      Delphine confided she felt drained, and that she preferred to leave before the other Protectors and Representatives. I escorted her to the rooftop landing strip and declined her offer of a departing hug. She’d violated my privacy. Delphine and I were never going to be friends.

      “Give my regards to Audrey and Elijah.”

      The Protector of the Pelagic Realm transformed into a four-winged dragoness before pushing off the roof and angling a flight path between a cluster of buildings on her way toward the Hudson River.

      Reentering the foyer, I shook off the lingering discomfort of my first dance of the night, put the antimonite ring back on my finger, and reset my inner boundary. I decided I would keep any further conversations light. I was done with deep dives into my psyche.

      My next dance went to the Twilling twins, and I even remembered their names—Kaila and Naila. Hand in hand and chest to chest with them and subsequent partners, my feet guided me in patterns honed through years of ballroom and swing dance lessons. My mother had signed me up when I was a gangly fourteen-year-old prone to crashing into displays of priceless artworks.

      I got to know the party guests using all of my senses, especially my nose. Each dragon’s scent became more individually distinct once the initial flush of perfume and the lingering smells of dinner wore off.

      Even though none of my dance partners elicited a mating bond-style response, I enjoyed myself. Cat and Luciano did too, and my mother was in her element. By the time the party showed signs of winding down, my pockets were overflowing with calling cards—which I found every bit as quaint as the bow I’d made in front of Elodie—and my phone had gained another dozen new contacts. As the opening notes to a familiar tango filtered through the room, Elodie the witch tapped my shoulder and reminded me I had asked for a dance.

      “I’ve been watching you,” she purred, stepping into my waiting arms for the beginning moves. I glanced down to see if she wore shoes. Delphine hadn’t been the only barefoot dragon. Elodie’s high heels brought us eye-to-eye.

      “And?” I spun her around so she faced away from me. The ink used to draw the sigils along her spine glowed gold and her firm butt brushed against the front of my pants. My response, as before, was immediate. She looked back over her shoulder, fluttered her heavily mascara’d eyelashes, and grinned.

      “And I think you could handle me.”

      The witch’s rich contralto strummed my heightening desire. “I’ll do my best.”

      On the dance floor, connected to Elodie by the music and by the tenuous thread of possibility, my best was more than good enough. The song ended, the band segued into another number suitable for tangoing to, and Elodie and I continued to give each other more than our best. When that piece ended and another began, she interlaced her fingers through mine and pulled me off the parquet floor. I was primed to follow.

      The witch led me into the foyer, glanced at our possible exit options, and chose the long hall leading to the opposite end of the fourth floor. I focused on her swaying hips and determined stride as we passed the library and my father’s office, passed walls hung with original paintings and photographs, and paused near the grand staircase connecting the third and fourth floors.

      “Where can we find some privacy?”

      Urged on by her boldness and awake to the scent of her arousal, I drew Elodie into a nook, almost knocked over a nearby sculpture, and twirled the witch toward the next spot. She giggled as the backs of my knees hit a padded window seat.

      “Is this private enough?” I asked.

      “Actually, it’s public enough for my tastes and it even has cushions.” Elodie tilted her head. “I brought you a gift.”

      “You didn’t have to—”

      She shrugged her shoulder, reached behind her neck, and tugged on the loopy bow holding up the top of her dress.

      Oh, she was offering that kind of gift.

      She wiggled the straps off her shoulders and leaned into me. A few of the verdigris sequins on her dress snagged on my buttons. She slid her finger down the front of her throat and tapped the side of her neck. Every place she touched herself became a spot I wanted to visit personally.

      “I’d like you to kiss me,” she whispered. “Starting right here. You can decide if you want to go up” –she traced a line under her jaw and up to her mouth— “or down.” Her finger traveled from her lower lip to her breasts and I heated and hardened in response to my choices.

      This was what sexual arousal was supposed to feel like, all fire and the desire to taste and be tasted, to touch and be touched. The urgency of the sensations were forgotten territory for me and Elodie’s full-body invitation was just what I needed.

      I held her hips, her flesh firm under my fingers, and lowered my head. I started where she suggested, at her neck. My ears registered her sharp intake of breath. I burrowed my nose behind her ear and felt her silky hair. Everything hitting my senses fed my arousal. If Elodie confessed her scent had been custom-blended for a dragon, for me, I would believe her. Licking her skin, I found her pulse and sucked gently. She brought her hands to the back of my head.

      “Mm, I like a man who knows how to follow directions.”

      I moved up her neck, kissed the underside of her jaw, and hovered my mouth over hers.

      I can do this.

      Elodie’s plumped lips tasted of chocolate frosting, and the champagne that flowed during dessert. Her body continued to undulate to the music drifting down the hall and my hips followed her figure eights. She took my wrist and indicated where else she wanted to be worshiped. I kissed, tongued, and bit every spot, and reveled in her soft groans of pleasure.

      Layers of my resistance loosened, and just like the straps of Elodie’s dress, the outermost layers fell away the easiest. The innermost ones, tempered and fortified over the years, hesitated to budge just because I had a sexually available woman in my arms.

      As Elodie shifted against my chest, her dress threatened to expose both her breasts. Her gaze followed mine and she grinned, guided my hand to her thigh, and directed my fingers toward the silk thong curving over her hips. Wrapping her other arm around my neck, she locked my hand in place and leaned back. My fingers met warm, wet silk the same moment the heel of her hand pressed against my erection.

      I hadn’t felt this skin-flushing, time-slowing, state of arousal since another witch and I had danced through these same halls. I carefully closed the door on that memory and refocused on Elodie’s fingers as they brushed over me again and again in their search for the zipper pull.

      “I never finished my dessert,” she whispered against my mouth, nipping my lower lip enough to draw blood. Her eyes rolled back in pleasure as she licked the stinging wound and sighed. “Tell me to kneel, dragon.”

      I found her rounded butt and tightened my grip. “Kneel, witch.”

      The scent of her arousal intensified. I picked up notes of scorched wood, dank caves, minerals, and storm clouds. As she bent her knees, my fingertips caught on her dress and pulled the barely-there fabric over her legs.

      “Tell me you want me to suck your—”

      Wood, caves, storms. Casimir carried similar scents and some long-buried memory sent me rushing toward my flight response, a shut off switch, something that would make her stop so I could understand what was really going on between us, what she really wanted. I went from being a desperately horny dragon eager to help a witch lower the damn zipper on my pants, to one who wanted to disappear.

      I swallowed hard and pulled away. “Not here, Elodie. Not yet.”

      I don’t trust you.

      “I should be a good host and go say goodbye to everyone.” I reached behind my neck and gently loosened Elodie’s grip.

      You don’t smell right.

      “You don’t have to say goodbye to me.”

      I couldn’t tell her I knew something was off. I couldn’t be honest and just confess I desired someone who wasn’t…her, no matter what her true motivations were. For all that my parents hadn’t done to explain the mechanics of the dragon mating bond, I knew with a sudden, crystalline clarity, that I wanted an immediate and incontrovertible knowing. I wanted trust, the kind of trust that would keep my partner at my side through whatever minefield stood between me and figuring out what had hurt me so long ago; between me and my inability to go from aroused to orgasmic.

      Elodie wasn’t that partner. And she wasn’t that plaything either.

      “Jake?”

      I prevaricated, kissing one side of her neck, and the other side, before I placed my lips near hers and finished with, “It’s just that I prefer a slower kind of courtship.”

      A shiver coursed through Elodie’s body. She swayed a little, tilted her head to the side, and gave me a sleepy, sexy, once-over. “I’ve heard that about you.”

      “Heard what?” I kept my body relaxed. Performed my second good deed of the day and retied the straps of her dress behind her neck even as she shrugged her shoulder.

      “That your idea of taking it slow is kind of like driving in reverse.”

      Tie the bow, Jake. Then all you have to do is walk her back down the hall and wish her a good life.

      “What’s wrong with slow?”

      “There’s slow. And then there’s slooow.”

      The last vestiges of my arousal cooled. Elodie nipped my chin, pressed her body against mine, and stroked the inside of my thigh. Palpable disappointment showed in the furrow between her delicately arched eyebrows.

      “And then there’s no movement at all,” she said, her voice tight. She took a step back. “You could put in a little more effort, you know. Not everyone at your party would be willing to keep your secret.”

      “I haven’t asked you to keep any secrets.” I fought to keep my face from heating, to keep from grabbing her arm, holding her still, and forcing her tell me exactly what was being said behind my back. And then I remembered that ballroom full of dragons and other Magicals were, for most part, neither friend nor kin. For all the social capital my parents has accrued, it didn’t mean anything when their son couldn’t contribute to the continuation of the family tree.

      Elodie shrugged, adjusted her breasts, and tugged the rest of her dress into place. She swiped her thumb across my lip where she’d bit me earlier. I felt the sting of the puncture reopening. The witch leaned forward and licked me again.

      “At least you know how to kiss.” She let me see the drop of my blood on her tongue before she swallowed.

      The witch walked away without bothering to add an extra sway to her hips or look back to see if I was watching. I counted to ten, and counted again, before I adjusted my pants, buttoned my jacket, and stepped into the wide hallway. One of the sequins from Elodie’s dress glimmered on the floor. I almost ground it under the heel of my shoe. Instead, I picked it up.

      What I’d assumed was a machine-made dress decoration was really a dragon’s scale. I gazed down the long hall. Elodie and her verdigris dress had disappeared. I saved the scale and ducked into the nearest powder room to wash the witch’s arousal off my fingers. Remnants of her scent reminded me to wipe the chemical taste of her lipstick off too.

      “I hear you met my assistant.”

      Casimir waited in the foyer near the stairs to the roof, one shoulder propped against the wall, hands in his pockets, as still as lake water before a storm. “Elodie’s very talented. You should take her up on whatever she offered.”

      The real reason behind the witch’s interest in me became clear. “Why would you instruct your assistant to pursue me?”

      “The Protector of the Underlands and the Great Beyond is very curious about you, now that he’s uncovered the Winslow’s best kept secret. Let’s just say if the Protector is curious, I’m curious, and if I’m curious, Elodie’s the best I know at drawing out the kind of information I seek.”

      My fingers curled into fists and my feet started to adjust my stance for the best punch-throwing position. I forced my muscles to relax and shoved my hands in my pockets.

      “Did I offend you somehow?” I asked.

      “You have no idea.” My antagonist pushed off the wall and pointed to the thinning crowd leaving the dance floor and gathering their coats and wraps. “Isn’t it time for you to say goodnight to your guests?”

      “Why did the Protector send you?”

      “The Protector of the Great Below, Protector of the Underlands, self-crowned Dragon King, and whatever else he’s thought to claim in my absence is too ill to leave his bed. None of his healers seem to know what the problem is. But I do.” He pushed off the wall, took hold of my jacket lapels, and pulled me close. He and his assistant shared similar moves and I immediately disengaged from his grip.

      Unfazed, he whispered into my ear, “The problem is you, and if I were you, I would watch my back.”

      Casimir readjusted his cuffs. Elodie exited the ladies’ lounge, her lipstick refreshed and her face a blank slate. She handed her hooded opera coat to Casimir, who draped it over her shoulders. The witch finished the show by sliding her fingers into the Representative’s waiting hand. He steered her toward the stairs leading to the rooftop. Neither one looked back.

      Anger flared inside my chest and ran along my limbs, sparking every matchstick connected to the short list of things I was deeply ashamed about. Casimir oozed the power of a dragon with social position, wealth, and sexual prowess. I pictured him and Elodie on the roof, celebrating my humiliation before he shifted and flew off into the night with the witch on his back.

      I itched to follow those two to see if I was right. I wiped the side of my neck where Casimir had gripped me, as though my bare hand alone could wipe away the acrid remnants of his warning. His words confirmed something wasn’t right. And I wasn’t sure if my parents were the ones to go to for insight.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I whispered, even though Casimir couldn’t hear my response.
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      I made my way past a few guests, ordered a shot of vodka, downed it, and asked for another. The alcohol gave me what I needed. I composed myself before turning to face the foyer, and the guests wanting to say goodbye.

      The Twillings were the last to leave. The family must have held sway with Audrey and Eli. Kaila and Naila thanked me for the dance, planted simultaneous kisses on the sides of my mouth, and quietly expressed their delight at having been introduced to Branik, Stanik, and Yanik.

      “We’ll schedule a meeting for next week,” their mother said, linking her arms through her daughters’. I hoped her daughters shared their partnering preferences before any further get-togethers with the Twilling twins were “scheduled.” The elevator doors slid closed behind the foursome with soothing finality.

      “What a successful event. Don’t you agree?” Eli ventured the opinion every one of the eligible dragons who attended could be mine for the choosing.

      “I know I resisted the idea of having a birthday party,” I said, pulling my father into a hug, “but I want you both to know I really enjoyed myself.”

      “And you danced with everyone,” my mother added. “Those lessons paid off.”

      “They did.” I let go of my dad, and gently hugged my mom. Eli loosened his bow tie and undid his cufflinks.

      “Shall I fetch us brandies and cigars?” he asked.

      I declined, citing an incoming headache, and said goodnight.

      Inside my aerie, I glanced at the pile of cards and gifts I’d brought up earlier, then placed my shoes side by side on one of the slanted shelves devoted to footwear. My cufflinks went into the polished wooden tray on another shelf. I emptied the jacket’s pockets, stripped off my shirt, pants, socks, and underwear, and sent everything plummeting down the laundry chute. The only adornment I kept on my body was the silver chain, heavy with the Protectors’ gifts.

      I’d forgotten to check my pants for the pouch with the silver drops and the dragon scale that’d dropped off Elodie’s dress. I didn’t have the energy to go searching for my clothes. My mother’s housekeepers would do laundry and send out the dry-cleaning on Monday. The pouch and anything else in my pockets would be left on the table at the foot of my stairs.

      I shrugged off the remnants of the discord I’d felt with both parents before the party, chalking it up to normal, dragon family stuff between an over-protected only child who wanted to be seen and treated as the adult he was, and two parents with a firm set of expectations around their word being law, no questions ask.

      A few interactions at the party continued to bother me, specifically those with Delphine, Casimir, and Elodie. Something about their curiosity about me wasn’t adding up. Delphine had used her diminutive stature and vague reference to being bullied, or worse, to persuade me to excuse her intrusive behavior.

      One conclusion I could draw about Casimir was he’d come to New York already hating me. And Elodie. Just the thought of her drove me to the shower. I lathered up and rinsed off the scents of the dragons I’d danced and otherwise tangled with, and dressed in a pair of heavy sweats, a T-shirt, and a hoodie. Sniffing the skin on my arms, I finally smelled only me.

      Clean and tired, I could have gone to bed. But the mystery envelope beckoned and I answered its call. I switched on the lamp on my big worktable, adjusted the mesh backed ergonomic chair, and cleared a space for the padded mailer. Patting its front, with its bank of canceled stamps and lack of return address, I closed my eyes and meditated for three minutes, enough to calm my anxious anticipation.

      Opening my eyes, I scanned the manhandled package. I’d initiated my first serious search for information surrounding my birth one year ago and in this moment, when the possibility of real clues lay on my worktable, I was excited and scared. I welcomed the surge of emotions, let them wash over and through me, and didn’t try to shove them to the side.

      I couldn’t just rip into the thing though. If this envelope was connected to a client, I’d be wearing non-latex gloves. Methodical, conscientious Jake took over. I reached into a drawer, grabbed a fresh pair of gloves, and pulled them on. I used my phone to take close-up shots of the handwriting, and the stamps. Later, I’d send the envelope to the lab I used and have them dust it for fingerprints.

      Setting down my phone, I opened my pocketknife and ran the blade along the envelope’s folded edge. Tilting it, I shook gently. A packet roughly ten inches square, wrapped in brown butcher’s paper and tied with red and white striped twine, slid out. I poked the inside corners of the envelope before setting it aside.

      Here goes nothing.

      Pulling the chair closer, I untied the double-knotted bow and parted the halves of the stiff brown paper. Softer tissue paper protected the next layer. I lifted that too, revealing a piece of cloth that might have been bright white at one time. Hoping the big reveal was next, I unfolded the cloth. Faded symbols embroidered in red thread decorated its edges. A few of the threads had come undone.

      I had no idea why someone would send me a small towel. Or maybe it was a tablecloth. I’d been hoping for papers documenting my admittance to the orphanage, and possibly my adoption, and records of schoolwork, medical visits, that kind of thing. Still, the bit of fabric was one more clue more than I had a week ago.

      Another tissue paper-wrapped bundle tumbled onto the worktable. I set it aside, spread the cloth out under the desk light, and photographed the embroidered symbols. After uploading the images to my laptop, I initiated a reverse internet search, then noticed an additional, triangular piece of the same fabric sewn onto one corner of the towel.

      I photographed that odd bit, cast the image to the internet for answers, and caught my breath when a near consensus came in. I was holding a baby towel, a baby towel that was maybe my baby towel.

      That broke me. I should have folded the towel back up, put it in an evidence bag, and sealed it inside. Instead, I peeled off the gloves, gathered this piece of my past in both hands, and pressed it to my nose.

      My nose didn’t lie. I closed my eyes and inhaled.

      Laundry soap. The powdered kind. I remembered smelling the clothes I wore at the orphanage as they came out of the laundry room in big bins before they were sorted and folded. The towel smelled just like those faded blue uniforms.

      I put the cloth down to give myself a moment to process. Shaking it open, I held it more carefully, less desperately. My nose detected other far-off smells. Especially inside the little corner where a baby’s head—my head—would have been tucked before the towel was wrapped around the rest of its body.

      I flipped the towel over. This side would have rubbed against whoever held the baby, whoever held me, and I was as desperate for a thread of their scent as I’d been for anything in my life. Because if this towel had held me, then maybe…maybe, my mother had been the one to wrap me in it after giving me a bath.

      I broke again, and let my tears soak the cloth pressed to my face. I didn’t care about spoiling the possibility of lifting DNA from the towel. I cared about the mother I couldn’t remember, no matter how hard I tried, no matter how many times I went in for therapy, or hypnosis, or worked with Magicals specializing in memory retrieval.

      I could not remember. And that broke my heart.

      Swiping my cheeks, I reached for the smaller bundle and unwrapped a small, stiff envelope, sealed with string wound around a heavy paper button. I loosened the string, lifted the flap, and tipped the envelope so it would empty into my palm.

      Nothing came out. I blew into it and tried again. This time, a tiny origami figure dropped out first, followed by three little teeth. I gave the envelope a tap, and one more tooth followed.

      I didn’t need the internet to tell me the curved teeth had come from the mouth of a baby dragon.

      I couldn’t get enough oxygen to fill my lungs or ease the tightness belting my chest. I wanted to pick up my phone and call Cat, but that wouldn’t happen until I had myself under control. Even then, it took me more than one try to tap the right icon.

      She answered on the second ring with a nearly incoherent, “This better be good.”

      “Can you take care of the business this week?”

      “This week, as in starting Monday?”

      “This week as in starting right now.”

      “Goddess, Jake, what the…hold on." Muffled voices told me she’d covered the mic and was speaking with Luciano.

      “Yeah, I’ll do it. And you owe me. Luciano’s going to be very sad if me covering for my brooding business partner means I miss his soccer practices.”

      “I’m not brooding. I’m just going through some shit.”

      “Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Her voice softened. I wanted to blurt it all out at once, and I couldn’t. I had to ease my way or I’d break apart again.

      “I can tell you it’s not related to business at all.”

      “Is this about you know who?”

      I chuffed out a breath. Months ago, I’d admitted to Cat I thought I was in love with the witch I’d met on that fateful trip to France. When it became clear the object of my affection wasn’t going to fall in love with me and miraculously solve my intimacy issues, I’d tucked her out of sight and out of mind and chalked my crush up to youthful folly.

      “This isn’t about Alderose. This is personal, Cat, and I wouldn’t ask you to take on the responsibility of covering for me if it wasn’t extremely important.”

      “I’m awake now. Tell me what happened.”

      “An envelope arrived from Ukraine. I got it when I came home from the park, and I just now opened it.” I blew my nose on a tissue.

      “What was in the envelope?” Cat’s voice went from sleepy and somewhat resentful, to quiet, steady, and caring.

      “Stuff from when I was a baby.”

      “What kind of stuff?”

      “One of those special towels they use for swaddling babies after their baths, baby teeth from a dragon, and an origami dragon.”

      “One of those little animals that could have been part of a mobile?”

      “Oh, fuck.” The faintest whisper of a memory waved from very far away. I leaned back in my chair, opened my eyes wide, and stared up at the ceiling as though I could conjure the mobile that hung over my crib.

      “Oh, Jake. I mean, I’m glad you’ve finally got something to go on, but…shit. And you were alone when you opened the package?”

      “Yeah.”

      She sighed, said something to Luc, and came back with, “I don’t say this very often, but you know I love you, right? And I know you know I’m here for you so yeah, I’ll watch the business, and if there’s anything else you need, anything at all, just ask. Because I know you, Jake Winslow, and I know where you’re going.”

      The moment Cat said she knew where I was going, I knew too. I was going to Ukraine, to the section of the Transcarpathian Mountains where the orphanage was located, and I was going to find out more about my beginnings.

      “I love you too, Cat. And I’ll stay in touch.”

      “Oscar and I haven’t had an adventure in months so, you know, if you come across a bunch of bad guys, we’re in.” Oscar was Cat’s feline familiar. Him and his tool-packed kitty harness proved felines could be trained. Mostly.

      I snorted. Leave it to Catriona to cheer me up. “I’ll see you in a week.”

      “See you in a week, Jake.”

      I poured the dragon teeth back into the little envelope and picked up the origami creature. The creased and folded sections of rice paper were no longer crisp, its neck flopped, and so did its wings. With a little help and a delicate touch, I set the paper dragon in the center of my palm and pictured it floating over my crib.

      Once that image imprinted, I slid the dragon into the envelope with the teeth, anchored the flap with the attached string, and checked on my research.

      Scrolling through one tab, I learned the symbols embroidered on the towel could be purely decorative, tied to the culture of their maker. A separate search on a browser built for and used exclusively by Magicals suggested the symbols could have imbued the cloth with any number of spells. Yet another search confirmed the symbols, and the repetitive order in which they appeared, were commonly used to protect newborns.

      I refolded the towel. My hands shook from conflicting feelings of reverence and loss. One last sob wracked my chest. I let go into the space that created and cried out the loss of a mother I couldn’t remember.

      I needed to get packed and get going. Before heading to the portal trees located in Central Park, I texted a friend I shared surveillance contracts with and asked her to start a specific search starting with the cameras mounted in and around my building.

      >i can be omw to see you within the hour<

      >>i’m on it. who needs sleep?<<

      Sliding my king-sized mattress off its platform, I opened the hatch to my safe spot, pulled out the backpack version of a go-bag, and tossed it on the floor. It was always packed with everything I needed for a week in the wilderness, including a headlamp, two fully charged compact portable batteries, and a GPS device loaded with maps designed by humans and Magicals.

      I shed the sweats, dressed in layers of lightweight wool, and added extra cold weather gear to the pile. My weapon stash was located inside a pocket in the kitchen wall. I surveyed my choices carefully. A year ago, I’d gone to France practically unarmed. There was no way I’d be that stupid again. I chose two ten-inch blades I could strap to my thighs or wear close to my chest, a compact folding tactical bow, and flat-packs of arrows.

      I debated what to do with the padded envelope and decided to leave it and the baby teeth with the contact I was about to see. She could get it the lab we both used, put a rush on it, and text me with results as they came in. Photographs on my camera would be enough for now.

      Pocketing my phone, I stashed the towel and the paper dragon in my desk drawer and took a last glance around my aerie. Protective wards were in place, doors were locked, and silent alarms were set. If anyone succeeded in getting in—or even tried—alerts would be sent to my phone and Cat’s.

      I pressed my palm and fingertips against the mirrored wall beside my worktable. One square section slid upward, exposing an emergency exit. I stuffed the backpack into the chute and listened for it to land.

      Reaching up, I grabbed the bar hanging from the ceiling, tucked my knees into my chest, and shot my legs into the same opening. I let go onto the curved, polished metal surface of a custom-made playground slide, spiraling my way to the underground parking garage. Heavy, gym floor padding absorbed the brunt of my landing. I straightened my legs and slipped out the door to my private parking spot.

      The lights on my Tesla X blinked. I stashed my gear, ducked back inside the padded room, and secured the door. The garage was quiet, but I didn’t need anyone seeing my next destination.

      Lifting the square section of padding at the base of the slide, I dropped to my belly and waited for the retinal scanner to unlock the hatch and send it sliding open. A metal ladder led straight down. As soon as my weight settled onto the first rung, a bank of overhead lights came on.

      My private vault space was a tight eight by eight by eight, with drawers set into the walls. Each drawer was keyed to my hand print only. Some were also keyed to separate retinal scanners. The drawers I needed to access were close to the floor, set on high tech wheels designed to support the weight of a fortune in pure gold.

      Gold was innately soothing, and sorting gold was a thing dragons did to calm themselves, kind of like chanting over mala beads or carrying a worn stone in your pocket. I gave into the urge to fondle a few bars, and ultimately chose packets of gold and silver coins. The next drawer held stacks of bills in dozens of currencies. They’d be easier to carry and lead to fewer questions when paying for goods or services. I took US dollars, Euros, and Ukrainian hryvni.

      Satisfied I had enough to hold me for an extended trip, I closed and locked the drawers and exited the vault.
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      My destination was The Lair, a dive bar across the Hudson in Englewood, New Jersey and a world away from Park Avenue. I backed into the alley between the building’s burnt brick exterior and a chain-link fence topped with razor wire and exited my car. Following protocol, I waited for one of the rat shifters patrolling in the shadows to give me the okay to enter.

      “You lookin’ for Lacey?” Ollie stepped into the ring of light cast by the lone exterior fixture. He tried to look serious, but the kid was a Tesla head and he only had eyes for my car.

      I understood exactly how he felt and empathized with the longing in his gaze.

      “Texted her from the road,” I said, showing him my phone. “She’s expecting me.”

      “You’re gonna let me drive the X one of these nights, right, Jake?”

      “A dragon keeps his promises. Until then, you’re welcome to sit in the driver’s seat and pretend.”

      I handed him a spare key card. He squeaked, or maybe it was the hinges on the metal door I tugged open. Inside, a second rat, another of my contact’s numerous relatives, guarded the door leading to the bar’s kitchen. He jerked his head toward the painted concrete stairs.

      “Want anything to drink, eat?” he asked. “Lacey ordered ribs. She said to ask if you were hungry.”

      “Ribs and a beer would be great.” I jogged down the steps and knocked on another metal door. This one had no handle, no visible locks. Surveillance cameras zeroed in on me as I waited. An internal locking system made a series of clicks. I stepped aside until the door opened enough to slip through. The slender rat shifter I subcontracted when I needed specific types of work done and data analyzed met me in the carpeted hall.

      “Hey, Jake. Happy birthday!” Lacey Roccaforte, tech expert and uncrowned princess of the Roccaforte Mischief, always, always wore black jeans and a black top, and contrasted that with explosively colorful Chucks on her feet. She also always multi-tasked.

      “Hey, Lacey.”

      “Go wait in my office. I’ve got a fire to put out. Shouldn’t take long.”

      She took the steps two at a time, setting her high ponytail swinging. I claimed the comfortable gaming chair next to her customized hot pink one and checked out the bank of monitors mounted to the wall. Two showed muted live-stream video games, and two more showed bird-eye views of the interior of the bar and the street out front. My fingers itched to pull the keyboard over and see what was going on behind the remaining darkened screens.

      I set down my phone when Lacey entered her office and dragged a low table closer to our chairs. The server coming in behind her carried a tray loaded with ribs, fries, a soda for her and a mug of draft beer for me. Lacey divided the stack of paper napkins in half and filled her plate. Food came first with the rat shifters.

      I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I’d gnawed half a dozen ribs to the bone. I reached for the container of wipes tucked behind the desk monitor, cleaned my fingers, and sat back, beer in hand.

      “I take it you’ve got something to show me?”

      Lacey nodded, swallowed, and wiped and dried her face and hands. “I thought about what you’ve said in the past about barometric pressure messing with your head.” She wiggled her mouse. The sleeping screens woke at once. “So I started with a review of Saturday’s satellite weather maps. First thing I noticed was an isolated phenomenon in your area of Park Avenue, which I found by tracking the system backwards.

      “Here you can see it moving in from the northeast at a fairly steady pace and slowing as it passes over Central Park. Once it stopped, its entire mass encompassed a two-block radius before shrinking. Your building’s dead center of that mass.” As she spoke, she clicked on images, some stationery, some on five- or ten-second loops. I watched the incoming cloud formation settle over my rooftop, draw in its edges, and slow to a stop.

      “Where’d it go between when I first noticed it around four, and when I went to the roof again around six?” The earlier time stamp on the image matched when I was on the roof with the sorcerer.

      “Good question.” Lacey hovered her curser over one image and kept zooming out until I could see the entirety of Manhattan. “There,” she said, pointing to a spot a half mile above the city. “It maintained a stationery position right above your place.”

      She fast-forwarded to the later images. Shots taken from above the dome-shaped protective ward confirmed what I’d observed wearing my prototype lenses.

      “Both masses contain a dragon.” It took a lot to put that much awe in her voice. “I’m just not sure it’s the same dragon.”

      I toggled between the two views. The first dragon-shaped mass, the one that sent Audrey and Eli into the skies, appeared to be roughly fifteen, twenty feet long, plus a tail. “Did you have time to run these images through my account history to see if this dragon has visited before?”

      The rat shifter nodded while sipping her soda through a straw. “For reference’s sake, let’s call this example of magical obfuscation ‘dragon’s cloud number one’, ’k? If I go back through your surveillance videos, the ones you installed and have given me permission to monitor, we don’t see any clouds with a similar mass. Smaller masses, yes, including the one around six o’clock, and then a series of masses around seven fifteen, seven thirty. That last cluster appears to have been allowed to land.”

      She set her soda in a cup holder and spun her chair to face mine. “I think the protective wards prevented two different dragons from landing on your roof, not just the one.”

      Her confirmation matched mine. “The dragons who landed right before seven thirty were there for my birthday party. Did you find anything when you expanded the parameters outside of Manhattan?”

      “Sure did. Have a look.”

      A satellite map of the European and Asian continents appeared on a screen. Lacey overlaid a grid marked by orange bird print icons. Click by click, she narrowed the overall view, taking us closer to eastern Europe. “For the past year, give or take, dragon cloud number one, or another same-sized dragon, has been showing up all over the Baltic countries. I haven’t yet run the same search on dragon cloud number two.”

      The cloud phenomenon coincided with the start of my own secret search. The ribs and fries I’d scarfed down turned into a heavy, oily mass in my stomach.

      “Can you focus on Romania and Ukraine?”

      “Sure can.” With a few clicks, the Transcarpathian Mountain range spread out before me. Aided by all the hours I’d stared at topographical renderings and outdated road maps, I could name the dragon’s landing place with near one hundred percent certainty. “Looks like your guy made landfall at—”

      “Little Bear Orphanage,” I said.

      Lacey opened a new page in her browser and copied and pasted the words I had trouble pronouncing, yet knew by heart, into the search bar. “Yup. Mean something to you?”

      Did the Little Bear Orphanage mean something to me? In answer to the rat shifter’s question, yes, the orphanage meant something to me. And I or my parents meant something to the dragon stalking the skies above Park Avenue and making methodical stops throughout eastern Europe.

      “The orphanage is where I lived until I was eight, before Audrey and Elijah adopted me,” I explained.

      “So, who’s looking for you?” she asked, swiveling side to side in her chair.

      Casimir, for one.

      “Whoever it is, I think they’ve been looking for me for a long time.” I didn’t fill Lacey in on what surprise inspection times were like at the orphanage. Half the kids had to hide underneath the floorboards, and I was always in that half. I would never forget the tap-drag-tap-drag sound of someone with an injured leg and a cane passing overhead, or the feeling of relief when we were let out and allowed to talk again.

      Lacey opened her mouth to ask another question. A message flashed on one of her screens, washing her face in greenish light. “Did you give Ollie permission to drive your Tesla?”

      “I gave him permission to sit inside my Tesla and get to the know the dashboard.”

      She hmmphd. “Did you give him permission to go into the system and pull off confidential information from the car’s cameras?”

      “Technically, no.” I leaned back in the chair and tried to keep a concerned face. Inside, I was grinning. I completely empathized with Ollie’s inability to keep his hands off my car. “But if he found something, I want to know.”

      “Does he have your permission to look for more tracking devices beyond the ones he found?”

      “Shit. Yes. Of course.” I popped forward and reached for the last of my beer while counting the seconds for Lacey to finish typing a response. Who the fuck would be tracking my car, and where had I driven lately? Aside from loaning it to Cat and Luciano for a weekend get-away, the Tesla hadn’t left the garage in weeks.

      I texted Cat to let her know the four days they had the car, she might have been tracked and she should up her personal security measures. And Luciano’s, just in case.

      “Looks like Ollie found even more you need to see.”

      “Show me.”

      “There.” Lacey pointed at an image of the undercarriage of the Tesla. She zoomed in to the lines of rivets, zoomed out, and added another, similar image. “The one on the left is your car, the one on the right comes from a Tesla addicts YouTube channel. Notice anything?”

      “My car has more rivets.”

      “Give that man another beer.” She highlighted the excess rivets on my car and zoomed in further. “There ya go. Ollie left the devices intact, pending your decision on whether you’d like him to leave them there, or remove them.”

      I scrubbed at the back of my neck. The most suspicious individual on my newly-minted enemy list was Casimir Vitryenko, and I’d only added him and Elodie in the past few hours. “Sure wish I’d known about these before I left New York. I would’ve called a Broom car to get me here.”

      “Me too. Because whoever’s tracking you now knows you visit The Lair.” Lacey shrugged. “Meh, I’ll up our surveillance. We’ll be fine. Ready for the next set?”

      “Bring it on.”

      She minimized the images of the undercarriage and clicked on the first video. It showed Casimir walking in front of the parked Tesla in one direction, and the other direction, and back again. I felt positively clairvoyant.

      “He’s trying to pretend he’s just a random dude looking for his car. And then he did this.” Casimir stopped by the driver’s side bumper, crouched, reached under the car, and repeated his actions on the passenger’s side. “After Ollie watched these, he felt around the wheel well and found more trackers. Got any idea who this ‘Mr. Sharp Dresser’ dude is?”

      “Mr. Sharp Dresser’s name is Casimir Vitryenko. I met him tonight. He attended the party as a Representative of the Protector of the Great Beneath and the Underlands, aka someone who calls himself the Dragon King.”

      Lacey’s ponytail swung over her shoulder as she turned quickly to shoot a wide-eyed look at me. “That’s a mouthful. You get yourself mixed up in dragon politics?”

      “Apparently, I have.” I blew out a hard breath and crossed my arms. I should have gotten more information out of my parents on what it meant to be a Protector, and a Representative, and the Dragon King.

      “Do Audrey and Elijah know this Casimir dude?”

      “Yes. They do not consider him a friend. Though they do have history, I just don’t know what that history looks like, if it’s business- or art-related, or personal.”

      Lacey curled into her chair. “What’s your plan? And does any of this change it?”

      “I’m heading to Ukraine and I expect to be gone a week. Cat’s running the business.” I gave thought to Lacey’s second question. “It doesn’t change anything, other than I feel better armed with this information.”

      “Is there anything else you need from me?”

      “Yeah, there is.” I handed her two plastic evidence bags, one with the padded mailer and the other with the baby teeth. “Have the envelope dusted for prints and the teeth tested for DNA. The lab has my prints and DNA in their records. If something comes back before I return, text me.”

      “Got it. Do you want to park the Tesla with us and borrow a car?”

      I stood and stretched and scrubbed at my face. I’d been thinking about the tracking devices and my options, whether I should have Ollie remove them, or leave the car in New Jersey as Lacey suggested. I went with my gut.

      “Thanks, but no. I’m going to drive back to Manhattan and leave the Tesla where it’s always parked. Let Casimir and whoever planted the other trackers think I’m in the city. It’ll give me a head start.”

      I hoped.
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      The return drive took no time at all. I drove under the speed limit, preoccupied with reviewing Saturday’s developments and hindered by sleet, rain, and slippery road conditions. I followed my usual route, parked tail-in like I always did, and set the X’s temperature control to a balmy sixty-eight degrees.

      I closed my eyes and crossed my arms. It was four in the morning, sunrise was hours away—and if someone was watching the car, watching me, they’d notice I hadn’t left.

      My plans hadn’t changed, or even altered, so there was no reason to spend the night in the driver’s seat. I shut the motor off, grabbed my backpack by the strap, and left the underground garage via the interior stairwell that would bring me to the lobby. Before I opened the door, I shook out the knee-length rain poncho I’d packed, shouldered the backpack, and made sure it was hidden beneath the poncho.

      Tanvir snapped to attention as I emerged.

      “Need anything, Jake?”

      “News on that shifter?”

      He beamed sleepily. “It’s a girl. She’s eating a lot and very happy to be with Kunal’s family.”

      “That’s great news. I’m heading out for a training run and I’ll probably practice my climbing skills on the back wall.” I paused by the revolving door. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Later, Jake.”

      An easy jog got me into the park. Sunday’s early-morning queue for travelling out of the city was light and the line of Magicals heading to Paris moved steadily. When my turn came, I pressed my hand to the portal where the tree’s keeper, a faun, directed. On instinct, I bent my knees to withstand the whooshing sensation that accompanied a portal drawing its passengers in and to better absorb the inevitable shock of arriving.

      My knees were still bent and my belly continued to lurch when the suction released at the Bois de Boulogne portal hub. I’d passed through here within the year, and remembered which path led to the trees with portals to Ukraine. One more negotiation, this time with a faun in her stilted English and my bare-bones Ukrainian, one more protracted whoosh, and I arrived in Kiev.

      Opening my eyes, I pressed my fingers into the portal tree’s bark and planted my feet. I didn’t have to worry about the next traveler stumbling in to me; the portals seemed to know how to stagger arrivals. The first thing I noticed was the pale moon above, and a row of streetlamps casting wan circles of light on a footpath leading toward the city.

      I checked my phone. It was close to eight in the evening. I’d forgotten about the time warps that still existed in some of the older portal routes.

      The next thing I noticed was the other travelers sitting on nearby benches. I headed to an empty one, shrugged off my pack, and glanced at the Russians on the next bench. Their two willow baskets overflowed with mushrooms in shapes and sizes rarely seen in Manhattan markets. I listened in on their conversation, picking out a word here and there, while I got my bearings. The metal ear cuffs I’d put back on before leaving New York chilled in the gloomy, gray cold. I pulled them off and added them to one of the external pockets on my hiking pants.

      Where should I go first? My GPS device already had a lock on my location. I could plug in the coordinates of the orphanage and leave straight away. But it was dark. I should eat, find a place to stay for the night, and figure out a good way for me to travel.

      Staring at my phone, I realized the more timely question was, should I call my parents now, or wait until my mother reached the fire-breathing stage? Because by now, they’d both know I wasn’t in my aerie. I pulled on an extra top layer against the night’s cold air and did the right thing.

      “Hey, Mom, I got your messages.”

      “Jonathan Jackson Winslow, I—”

      “Listen, one of my clients asked me to see to something personally.” Fuck. I never enjoyed lying to my parents. Though technically, I could be my own client. I lifted my hips, reached into the left front pants pocket, transferred a few coins to the right front pocket, and called myself Client Z. “It was urgent. I didn’t want to wake you or Dad.”

      “Well, thanks to Catriona, we knew not to break down your door. At the very least, you should have left us a message. How soon can you be home?” She drew an audible inhale and changed tack. “You wouldn’t believe how many compliments we received about you. The Protectors were all so pleased, and invitations are pouring in. Elijah and I agree there are some excellent candidates that warrant further consideration.”

      I let my mother finish her sales pitch. If I didn’t, she’d keep circling back. “I’ll be away at least a week.”

      “Jonathan, that’s too—” She paused. I knew what it took for her to recalibrate. “Then we shall RSVP for events beginning next Monday evening. The Twillings are having a fundraiser. The twins’ mother is extremely interested in hearing more about your interests.”

      “Give me ten days, Mom. I have to figure in travel time.” Once I started lying, it got easier. As long as I kept it simple and remembered what I said.

      “Monday, Jonathan. You’re a full-fledged member of our coterie and it’s time to carry your share of responsibilities. My secretary will send you the link to our shared calendar.” She hung up.

      Coterie. Responsibilities. Protectors. Representatives. The overly-eager Mrs. Twilling. Elodie. Casimir. Dragons who were looking for me. Dragons whom Audrey and Eli wanted to keep away. Stepping into the mating game was liking getting pre-approved for a mortgage and getting vetted for government work all at once.

      I dug into my pack for a handful of Ukrainian bills. Audrey and Elijah expected me to enter their society and embrace it as mine. I had other plans. I asked my GPS for the nearest pubs and bars and followed the directions out of the wooded arrival area and into the heart of a citified neighborhood that had seen more than its share of political conflicts and outright wars.

      The Lair would have been at home on this street. I paused on the sidewalk in front of the first pub I came to. Like The Lair, it stood alone, and its proximity to the park with the portal trees could signal it was a place where Magicals were welcome. Banks of shadow-filled shrubbery filled either side of the lot offered protection and a place for patrons to shift. The windows glowed with warm, yellowish light, and shades or curtains on the inside kept me and other from seeing exactly who was there.

      I felt the prescience lift its head and take notice. Animal-like in its curiosity, it sniffed at the air and confirmed there wasn’t a single mundane in the pub. I bet another gold coin the façade of the building was warded to make it look closed, or abandoned, to non-Magicals passing by.

      Without seeing or sensing any reason not to proceed, I hopped onto the brick stoop and took a moment to admire the images carved in relief all along the arched doorway’s wooden frame. I recognized bear, lynx, fox, and bison. Large birds decorated the uppermost section of the arch.

      A specific memory snagged my attention. We’d heard rumor at the orphanage that a section of the surrounding forest was going to be set aside for bison. A local wildlife protection group planned to reintroduce the keystone species into the Southern Carpathians and I remembered the whispered speculation about just how big a bison could get and if they ate little kids.

      I smiled as I grabbed the round doorknob and startled at the unpleasant sensation of cold metal prongs passing through my skin. I couldn’t pry my fingers off the metal, and when an inquisitive bit of magic flooded my palm, I waited. I’d bet one of my gold coins the pub was run by Magicals.

      Moments later the ward released and my fingers lost their stiffness, freeing me to pull the door toward me and enter the half-filled pub. The bartender had already tuned into my arrival. He turned his head in my direction and gave a short whistle. One of the two servers on the floor nodded, set down the tray of silverware she carried, and wove around tables set for four. I think she asked if I wanted to eat or was here to drink. I mimed spooning food into my mouth.

      She grinned, gestured I should follow, and led me past the bar to a booth under one of the brick arches at the back of the room. She pointed to the chalkboards set around the room. “Menu. WiFi.”

      The list on each board was short and simple. I opened the translation app on my phone. When the server returned I ordered a local beer, a bowl of beet soup, sour cherry-stuffed varenyky for a bit of sweet, and bread. At least, that’s what I thought I ordered. It was one thing to study Ukrainian online; it was a whole other thing to speak the language aloud in a bar in Kiev.

      I set the device connecting me to New York, to home, face down on the table. Once I knew I was coming to Ukraine, I’d been solely focused on leaving, not arriving. Now that I was here, in a place frequented by Magicals, I could relax and actually take in my surroundings.

      The two servers, with their matching half-aprons and wavy, dark blonde hair, continued their slow dance between the tables, smiling at customers, cleaning surfaces and gathering dirty plates and glasses, taking orders. About a third of the tables held two, three, four customer and there were a few men at the bar.

      My server returned with a tray laden with food and a beer. The pub gradually filled while I ate, and the noise level rose along with it. Between spoonsful of soup, bites of bread, and watching the front door, I checked my email and messages. There was nothing from Lacey, and I’d already heeded Cat’s all caps CALL AUDREY. Turning my phone face down again, I noticed everyone else in the pub was engaged in interacting with their neighbors—not texting or taking selfies or shots of their food.

      I let it sink in that I was closer to my imagined birthplace than I’d been since I was eight years old. Which prompted me to put my GPS device in my lap and retrieve the route to the orphanage. If I drove, it’d take twelve hours plus stops for gas and food and extras, like seeing the sights. And if I wanted to portal? A cursory check of the portal app on my phone showed I could get as far as Lviv using known portal trees.

      Good to know.

      Pushing the empty soup bowl aside, I made myself comfortable and extended my leg along the booth’s padded bench. I didn’t have a straight sight line to the main entrance, or inside the nooks to either side, but I had a decent enough view of the space and the other denizens of the pub.

      I settled into the ebb and flow of the prescience, embracing the ambiance and the rituals of arrival observed by the patrons coming through the door. Magicals acknowledged the bartender before shedding their caps and heavy coats. Horns and hints of fur and claws were freely exhibited. Bear shifters rolled on the outer edge of their feet as they walked, cat shifters slipped between other patrons. I lingered on the lone Magical keeping track of it all.

      I didn’t need the help of the prototype lenses to know the barkeep was a dog shifter, likely a sheep dog. There was nothing cat-like about him. The two servers might have been sheep dog shifters as well, judging by the sense of camaraderie and connection between them and the bartender. Popping the last slice of cherry-filled dumpling into my mouth, I wondered who usually claimed the booth for four I continued to occupy by myself. It had gradually dawned on me that neither server had brought anyone over, even as the pub grew crowded and new arrivals were forced to wait to be seated.

      As if on cue, the front door opened, setting off the copper bells hanging from the knob. The burly, broad-shouldered shifter muscling through the doorway had to be a bear and if the enthusiastic shouts were an indication of familiarity, he was one of the regulars. He gave his drink order to the bartender, smacking his hand on the bar as he passed, and another order to one of the servers. I shifted on the bench. The hair on the back of my neck was up and the prescience had fit itself to my skin. Both feet hit the floor and I was poised to react by the time the bear shifter stopped at my table.

      Roughened hands gripped the worn corners. The man leaned forward and asked me a question. I didn’t understand a word, and hesitated. There was no way I wanted to get into a confrontation with him—ideally, I’d offer to buy him a beer and ask him to join me—and the vacillation must have shown on my face. A fast grin formed deep dimples in his cheeks. With speed and exquisite balance, he let go of the table, grabbed handfuls of my sweater and T-shirt, and lifted me off the bench. He pivoted us both and kept talking. With my back to the rest of the bar and my toes skimming the floor, I kept not understanding, and by the smell of his breath, this wasn’t his first pub visit of the night.

      I tried to expand the prescience, tried to read the room, but I was too caught up in monitoring what was directly right in front of me—which was a very large, possibly aggravated, bear. He said something again, loudly, to the amusement of the patrons behind me, and my dragon rumbled awake.

      Fuck. Now was not the time and this was not the place to go scaly. I swallowed against the rise of fiery bile that always came before I shifted and tried to will the bear to set me down.

      Smelling of sawdust and sweat, he granted my wish, grabbed the back of my sweater, and suddenly yanked my clothes over my head. For one freakishly long moment, I was caught, arms in the air, unable to see, rifling madly through my options, which included kicking the shifter in the knees, grabbing my pack, and running out the front door.

      The bear gasped. Rough hands grabbed my ribs and spun me.

      “Yakov?”

      The wave of laughter filling the room died. He spun me again and fumbled with my clothing. With a frustrated grunt, the shifter pulled my shirt and sweater over my head completely, leaving me naked from the waist up. I shoved my hair out of my face, balled my fingers into fists, and readied to defend myself.

      Brown eyes ringed with surprise greeted me. The bear got right up in my space, patted my cheeks with his massive hands, and turned my head side to side.

      “Yakov?” he asked again.

      “I don’t speak Ukrainian.”

      He let me go, shoved my charm-laden necklace aside, and pointed at the markings on my upper chest. I’d never gotten an answer from either parent about what the scars meant, when I’d gotten them, or why they were there. I’d long ago assumed they marked children like me as orphans.

      The bear unbuttoned his thick, stained canvas jacket and heavy denim shirt and pulled the front halves to the sides. Underneath the hair covering his chest, were similar markings. He pointed to his, and mine, and back to his.

      “I am little bear. You are little bear. Everybody is little bear!”
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      The barkeep planted his hands on the polished length of stained wood. He signaled to the two servers, who set down their trays and switched to patrolling the room. A handful of patrons unbuttoned their shirts or pulled down the necks of their sweaters, exposing their chests and shoulders and comparing their marking with their neighbor’s.

      The bear shifter ran his forefinger across the symbols above my right pectoral muscles.

      “Little.”

      He tapped the symbols over my left pectorals. “Bear.”

      He placed his calloused hand on my sternum, covering the single mark centered there, and pressed. My heart pounded against his palm. “Dragon.”

      I pointed to him. “Who are you?”

      “Pavel,” he said, tapping his chest. “I am bear.”

      “Do you need help translating?” A slightly built woman in skin-tight blue jeans, brown boots, and a brown turtleneck sweater appeared at my elbow. Her cropped hair was as orange as a piece of Florida citrus and topaz glinted on the upper ends of her eyebrow piercings.

      “Yes. Please.” Relief. I reached for my clothes and disentangled the shirt from the sweater.

      “My name is Eszter. I am of the lynx clan. Welcome to the Big Dog, Little Bear brew house.”

      “Hi, Eszter. My name is Jake. Could you please ask Pavel how he knows me and why he called me Yakov?”

      She nodded curtly and spoke to Pavel. While I turned my shirt and sweater right-side out and put them back on, Eszter crossed her arms and waited for the bear shifter to respond.

      “He says he remembers you from the orphanage.” She held up one finger to my growing logjam of questions and turned her attention back to Pavel, who had more to say. “Your name was just Yakov. He also says he remembers you because you made trouble for the other children.”

      “I made trouble? How?” I shoved bits of my staticky hair off my forehead and searched Pavel’s face. He knew me before anyone else in my current circle of family and friends knew me, and the force of that revelation sobered me right up.

      Eszter spoke with Pavel. He shuffled backward as he responded, opening his arms wide and moving them like wings. “He says children had to hide whenever the big dragon came to inquire for dragon children. When you were small” —Pavel interrupted her again— “When you were small, maybe just walking, Pavel’s job was to hide you in the cave where they stored the cheese.”

      I had no memory whatsoever of being in a cave with a bear and rounds of cheese. Still, I extended my arm to the bear shifter. “Please tell him I’m grateful to him for saving my life.”

      “He says he saved your life many times and you owe him many beers.”

      Pavel shook my hand harder and laughed along with me and the others before his face became serious.

      “Pavel says he thinks the big dragon is still looking for little dragons.”

      That news didn’t surprise me, in light of what I learned from Lacey. Pavel rested his other hand on my shoulder, squeezed as he turned me slightly to have a look at rest of the pub, and moved me again to face him. “Here, friends.” He stabbed at his chest before he pointed in the direction of the pub’s entrance. “Out there, many dangers.”

      While the three of us had been talking and translating, a few patrons had left their seats and come closer. Shyly, they stuck out their arms one by one, shook my hand, and spoke their name. There wasn’t a table in the bar large enough to accommodate our expanding group. I moved my backpack, making room for Pavel and Eszter and another shifter while the other four claimed the booth to our left. Pavel waved a server over and ordered beer and food for both tables.

      “You have a girlfriend?” Eszter asked. “Or a boyfriend?”

      “Uh, no.”

      She twisted to speak with the shifters settling into the neighboring booth. She must have shared the information I was single. The looks coming my way switched from curious to an unabashed assessment of my physical assets. I felt my face redden—and noticed I wasn’t nearly as bothered by their interest as I had been by the scrutiny I was under at the birthday party.

      More glasses of beer arrived, along with platters and bowls of food. Just because Pavel had solved the mystery of the markings on my chest, didn’t mean he and I were suddenly best friends or that I assumed he and his friends were trustworthy. But the pub was warm, the food was good, and some of these people could have been my people.

      I loosely tracked the flow of food and conversation and tried to relax enough to give the prescience room to expand. What I got back was I should stay alert, switch to water, and if it felt right, let Pavel and the others know my plans. I asked Eszter if everyone at our table and in the other booth were connected by the orphanage.

      “Yes. We all lived at Little Bear. Many were never adopted. Many live together now in same houses, on same farms. Work together. Travel together. Make trouble together.”

      “Is there anyone else in the bar who was at the orphanage?” Eszter handed the question over to Pavel. He shook his head.

      “He says no, only us. But there are many more.”

      “Here, in Kiev?”

      “Sometimes. You find more outside the city. In the forest and the mountains.” The wiry cat shifter held up a finger to my next question. “Pavel wants to know if you traveled to Kiev with anyone?”

      “My business associates know where I am, but no, I came alone.” I scrubbed my hands along my thighs. “I plan to visit the orphanage tomorrow.”

      Eszter watched me as she translated what I said to Pavel. He rubbed his chin, stared, and nodded. Seeming satisfied by his conclusions, he raised his glass and shuffled to his feet. Eszter provided a simultaneous translation.

      “To our new old friend, Yakov.” The garrulous bear shifter launched into an extended toast, citing the history he and I shared, the history he and I and the other past inhabitants of the orphanage shared, the future we could all look forward to—

      “Come,” he added, cutting his speech short. “We make adventure. Tonight.”

      I cheered and raised my beer alongside everyone else. I was more than up for an adventure with my new companions. My heart swelled a size and shrank again when I took a moment to consider the risk I was taking. Rather than focus on the potential risks of leaving this pub in Kiev with Magicals who professed to share common history, I embraced that serendipity occasionally entered my life too.

      Heavy, empty beer glasses hit both tables. Pavel and the others readied to leave. Before I could run a risk-assessment, Eszter tugged at my elbow. “Do you have money?”

      “Oh, yeah, for sure.” Paying for a few beers and sausages was nothing. Ending up in this bar and coming across a handful of my missing pieces was everything. I couldn’t put a price on how much the evening already meant to me.

      “Go see the bartender.”

      The dog shifter swiped a cleaning cloth down the bar’s glossy surface. One of the servers stood behind the bar with him, washing glasses and setting them upside down on towels. I glanced at my watch. I’d been here over three hours. Time changes always messed with me when I traveled, and I really, really needed to pee.

      In answer to my question about the location of a bathroom, the bartender waved his cleaning cloth in the general vicinity of the far back wall. I had to wait for whoever was in the bathroom to finish, and when I returned to the booth, Eszter was guarding my backpack and texting on her phone. I pulled out a wad of hryvni and fastened my insulated jacket. My translator followed me to the bar. I flipped the bill face up and entered the amount into the currency converter on my phone. I tipped the bartender and each server individually and pulled on my hat.

      I had hoped portaling to Kiev and making my way to the orphanage would lead to a homecoming. I hadn’t expected to be faced with living, breathing evidence of my past so fast. The big emotions connected with meeting Pavel and the others were a lot to process. Right there, on the threshold of the pub, I decided to embrace being off-kilter, while keeping my eyes and my options open.

      I held the door open for Eszter. Brisk, cold air hit my face. Pavel and the others were waiting on the sidewalk. “Come. We go to the mountains.”

      “How’re we getting there?” I asked Eszter.

      “First we drive. Then we take portal.”

      Vehicles half-filled the rutted parking lot close to the bar. Pavel motioned for me to take the passenger seat in his car. I opened the rear door for Eszter, cautiously slid my seat back a couple inches, and wedged my pack between my knees once I was buckled in. Pavel pulled onto a main road, occasionally checking his rear-view mirror for the others in our three-car caravan. I texted Cat and let her know I’d made it to Kiev. Twenty minutes later, we exited, continued through an area thick with evergreens, and parked nose out in a discreet cul de sac.

      “First stop is Lviv,” Eszter said, anticipating my next question. Once everyone in our group arrived there, Pavel led us on a short walk to the next tree.

      “Come. We travel to Ternopil together.”

      Eszter explained that with the older portals, we had to stay physically connected as a group, which meant holding hands and pressing tightly together. We arrived in a stand of closely spaced trees, elbows and other body parts crammed against each other.

      Pavel extricated himself first and stomped off toward a groomed walking path. I reached for a nearby branch of hornbeam and brought it closer to my face, excited I remembered the tree and could identify it by its distinctive, serrated leaves, even in the dark.

      The sides of the trail grew wilder, less differentiated from the surrounding forest’s moss-covered rocks and fern-filled undergrowth as the group followed the curves of a noisy stream. A ranger’s hut, painted in a dark color, loomed to one side of the path. Just past the hut, Pavel veered to the left and onto a narrower path. He stopped in front of a rock formation, maybe fifteen feet high and defined by a deep split, and urged us to watch our step before he disappeared. We followed one by one. My trail shoes registered the change to loose, uneven rock underfoot.

      A few steps into the split, the trail started a noticeable descent and the quality of the air changed. The shifter in front of me placed my hand on the safety rope running alongside the wall and pointed to the iron eye screws securing the rope to the rock.

      One hundred or so steps later, the stone-walled corridor opened onto a spacious cave decorated with wavering shadows. A firepit dug into the center glowed with live coals. Upended logs formed a circle of seats, and natural gypsum formations created platform-like seating areas along the walls. Pavel rested his arm across my shoulders as I waited and patted my chest with his other hand.

      “Is home.”

      “Do all of you live here?” Hemmed in by the bear, I searched for my self-appointed translator. Eszter elbowed her way to Pavel’s other side.

      “This cave is one of the orphans’ gathering places,” she explained. “Every one of us is welcome to join around the fire on the nights of the full moon. No invitation is needed. Many come.”

      Pavel released me and led the way down the last few snaking steps and onto the flattened ground. He took a seat on one of the broad logs. I shrugged off my pack and leaned it against my chosen log. The other shifters followed. One hefted a long stick and stirred the embers. Another added split logs, stacking them to provide air flow and produce more heat. Some crystal or mineral in the cave’s walls glimmered in the firelight, providing a reasonable facsimile of starlight and helping the space feel a little less claustrophobic.

      Eszter continued to translate as Pavel spoke. “The orphans have become caretakers of this forest, and all the forests in this area of the world. Like others before us, we protect the animals. We protect the waters and the air. We protect the trees and the flowers. We protect the caves and the underland passages, for all of this is where our magic is born, where our magic receives its earliest nurturing, where our magic is renewed.

      “We have a sacred duty to hide these riches, the ones our eyes can see and the ones our souls seek, from those who would take without giving. Those who would destroy without thinking. Those who would kill without remorse.”

      Pavel leaned forward and stabbed at the logs now catching flame. I took that as my cue. “Who are the destroyers and the killers?”

      The big bear shifter set down his stick, rested his elbow on his knee, and turned his hefty torso toward me. “Vid’my. Drakony.”

      He refrained from spitting but the urge was there, in the grimace he made before returning to tending to the fire. Murmurs circled the embers and stones. Drakony sounded close enough to dragon, but I had nothing on the other word, vid’my.

      “He said witches and dragons, Yakov.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Dyakuyu. It means ‘thank you’,” Eszter said. “You’re in Ukraine now. Time to remember your first language.”

      “Dyakuyu,” I repeated. I whispered dyakuyu a few times under my breath until it felt natural. “Can you ask Pavel if he thinks all witches and dragons are bad?”

      Eszter directed his passionate but measured response toward me. “Pavel knows Yakov is good. There is one dragon who is very bad, and another who is…” She went back and forth with Pavel before continuing. “There is one dragon who started good, as we all do when we enter this world, until he became a man obsessed with wanting children to carry his bloodline. He had to wait three hundred years, maybe more, before he experienced the mating bond.

      “Sadly, his wife died with the baby. The dragon mourned, he tried again, and again, and every time, the mother of his child died, as did the child.”

      Eszter took a deep breath. “This is where the witches come in. The dragon wanted to mate only with dragons. A shrewd witch convinced him to marry her sister, who of course was very beautiful. The dragon married the witch, the witch became pregnant, and both she and the child lived.

      “The dragon crowned himself the Dragon King, because at last he had progeny. When his wife died of old age, because she was a mortal witch, not a dragon, the dragon king married again. The cycle started all over. The king’s new wife became pregnant, and she died with their child.

      “The king was inconsolable. He begged the witch, who was now a crone, for help. She asked for his blood, which would give her back her youth, and keep her alive and immortal as long as she had access to the king. He agreed, so fast did he agree. He married again, a dragoness of extreme beauty, so delicate. She gave birth to a healthy son. And one day the dragoness disappeared with her child. Just poof! Disappeared.

      “This time, the king was furious. He pulled so much magic to himself, from the trees and the waters and land, from the dragons and other shifters and Magicals who lived here, that everything and everyone—everyone—grew weak. The witch tried to make him stop, and when he didn’t she placed a curse upon him.

      “The king ignored the curse. He found another dragoness to bring to his lair, a young one this time, and made another child upon her. That child lived too. And like the one before her, that girl’s mother absconded with the baby and has never been seen since.”

      Pavel and Eszter let the story sink in. Fed the fire. Two degrees of separation connected me to the Dragon King—socially speaking. I had the wild thought the king’s Representative might also be his son.

      “It is rumored that the dragon king lives in fear of the witch who drinks his blood.” A fine sweat sheened my body as fire warmed the cave and Pavel picked up his tale. “Because these lands made him strong in the past, so the dragon king seeks to again pull the magic we share, to himself.”

      “What will possessing all that magic do for him?” I swiped the back of my wrist across my forehead. I was finding it harder to breath.

      “Help him kill the witch.”

      “And how did the witch curse the dragon king?”

      “In order to save his own life, he must distribute his treasure among his living children. He only knows the whereabouts of the first child, the boy, who is now a man. The other two, the second boy and the daughter, are lost to him, as are their mothers. It is rumored the first son helps search for his siblings.”

      “So he can bring them to the dragon king and lift the curse?”

      Eszter passed my question to Pavel, who snorted.

      “So the firstborn son can kill his brother and his sister and claim the dragon king’s fortune for himself. You see, the son consorts with his mother’s sister and together he and the dark witch wish to rule the Underlands.”
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      A wave of nausea passed through my gut. I didn’t have all the pieces to the puzzle within the bear shifter’s story, but I knew I was in there somewhere, me and my mother and Casimir and the dragon who visited the orphanage looking for his missing children.

      I fell forward, onto my hands and knees. Heat from the fire soaked my hair. I felt like I was bubbling with fever from the outside in, and the inside out. Pavel and another bear shifter crouched to either side of me and took hold of my arms. One of them rubbed my back, but I couldn’t stand to be touched. I wanted out, out of this story, out of this cave, out of my skin. I wiggled backward, slipping from their grips and away from the heat of the fire, and tore off my clothes.

      I let my dragon take over.

      The change welled through me, a thick, viscous wave of sensation unlike any other time I’d gone from boy or man to beast. I belched, forcing a stream of acidic fluid up my throat. Lips burning, I lurched forward, felt the weight of my tail and the hardness of my claws scratching at the cave’s packed gypsum floor.

      I twitched, sending my tail to one side, and the other, hitting logs and rocks, dispersing the contents of the firepit in a blast of embers. Something, someone, landed on my back. Strong legs wrapped my ribcage. I fought to loosen their hold. Whatever, whoever straddled me reached forward. Clamped their hands around my middle snout. Covered my eyes. I wriggled hard, just like the frightened gharial shifter I’d rescued a lifetime ago.

      “Yakov. Yakov!”

      I smelled fear. My fear. Scrabbled to stay up. Scrabbled to run from the voice.

      Yakov. Son of Lilli…

      Whatever magic was reaching for me from underneath my feet dissipated. It was Pavel who finally engulfed me with his bigger, heavier body. Pavel who rode me in a tight circle, singing, singing.

      I remembered the melody.

      I remembered the thin pillow under my head.

      I remembered the scratchy sheets and the wool blanket that smelled like sheep when the air was damp.

      The bear kept singing. My legs grew tired. I closed my eyes. Folded in on myself again and again. A paper dragon. Singing. Singing.

      

      “Yakov. Yakov.”

      I was back inside the confines of my human skin. A yellowy-orange glow danced across my shuttered eyelids. Nothing bound my wrists or my legs. I was naked, with something soft draped over my hips and legs. I patted the ground and sniffed the material underneath me. Someone had found my sleeping bag.

      “You can open your eyes now. Pavel un-spoke the sleeping spell before he left.”

      Eszter sat cross-legged atop one of the wide logs, seeming completely at ease. The rocks circling the firepit had been reassembled. Watching her watch me, I bared myself to the prescience and called it forward. My request was met with disconcerting silence. Were there magic-dampening wards inside the cave? I tried again, and then I heard it, the odd beeps and scratches and squeaks like a recording of ambient sounds from space or the deepest ocean canyons. The prescience was more loudly awake, more present, than it had been since I started muting it with sheer will power after I was adopted, then with the ear cuffs a few years later.

      I calmed my breath. Regulated my heart rate. Listened for the sounds of other shifters. “Where is everyone?”

      “Pavel, Kirill, Leo, all the bears had to go. It was time to patrol.”

      “Why didn’t they take me with them?” I realized the absurdity of taking a crazed, three-headed dragon into a forest he didn’t know the moment I asked the question.

      “Pavel says you are too valuable. He is afraid whoever looks for you, will find you if you leave the cave.”

      “Why did he sing me to sleep?”

      Eszter didn’t bother to hide her smirk. “Your dragon is…is very volatile.”

      “Did you fall asleep too?”

      She shook her head. “No. Pavel sang the song for dragons only. He says you need more training before you can bring your dragon here. Dragon must behave inside the underland.”

      “What’s the underland?” I guessed she meant the cave we were in.

      Eszter leaned to the side and pulled a water bottle and a crackling packet of plain cookies out of the bag beside her seat. “Underlands exist in many places. You must open to their magic before they will open to you.”

      Okay, that was cryptic. “Is this cave an underland?” I asked, sweeping my arms to encompass the room.

      She chewed loudly, washed her snack down with a long drink, and recapped the bottle. “This place is like the waiting room to the underland.”

      The lynx shifter shrugged again and hopped off the log. “My babysitting shift is over. I must return to Kiev. I have work. Pavel will come back and answer your questions. One of my clan mates will translate for you.”

      She stripped out of her clothes and shoved them in a cross-body bag. Shifting in a blur of caramel and white fur, she stretched her front paws forward in one of those yoga dog poses and showed off her spotted pelt. Flicking her tail, she picked up her bag in her mouth, leapt from one outcropping to the next, and disappeared.

      Eszter’s departure left me alone in the cave. I rolled onto my feet and rifled through my pack for long underwear, and dressed. Now that I knew what the markings meant, I left my chest bare. Today—tonight—I took pride in the scars.

      I went through the rest of my belongings, ready to catalogue anything the shifters might have taken while I was out. The water bladder was full. While I quenched my thirst, I felt for the hidden pocket underneath the pliable plastic container and ran my fingertips over the bumps made by the gold coins.

      Everything was where I’d packed or shoved it, including my phone, my GPS, and my watch. There was no cell reception inside the cave and my battery was getting low. I shut everything off, found my headlamp, and used it to light my way.

      Barefooted, I started my exploration in the narrow passageway connecting the cave to the upperland and immediately regretted the decision to go barefoot. Where I remembered entering was now a dead end barred by a rock. There would be no moving it without help. I figured the only way Eszter could have gotten around it was if someone was here to move it for her; someone on the other side. Either that, or leaving and entering required a special word or phrase.

      “Hello?”

      I felt for where stone met stone and found no finger holds, no breaks where I could wedge a stick in and muscle my way out. Holding the rope railing and planting each foot carefully, I made my way back to the cave and surveyed what I could see of the space.

      Muted sounds rustled high above and from the far reaches beyond the light. Bats lived in caves. Birds nested in caves. Other creatures likely used this as their home, as a safe place to hide and sleep. Beyond the irregular walls, there were likely chambers, passageways, and crawlspaces to explore. I was ready to get to know this place, this precursor to the underland and its well of magic, though I still had no clear definition what constituted an underland. Or the Great Beneath.

      Curious, and a little frustrated, I paced around the firepit. Eszter’s suggestion, that I had to open to the underland before it would open to me, made sense. In my repertoire of physical practices that served the dual purpose of centering me in my body and my mind, I had the tool to do just that. All I needed was a flat area to plant my feet. When I found it, I slowly bent my knees until my thighs were parallel to the ground and welcomed the strength and focus of horse stance.

      Fire heated my back and sent shadows to dance along the section of the cave in front of me. My legs quickly trembled. I’d slacked on my practice and I was low on tolerance for the sustained focus required. Besides, going through a prescribed series of movements inside the walls of my aerie was nothing like practicing with feet to the ground in a place where magic touched my skin.

      I straightened my legs, shook them out, and tried again. Better. I rolled my shoulders, one, then the other over and over until synovial fluid lubricated my joints. I shook out my arms. Rolled my head. Started the breathing pattern and sequence of arm exercises that would sink my awareness into my core and anchor it there.

      I pushed one palm forward and swept my arm in a quarter circle. The prescience—which had never manifested a tangible, physical form—moved closer, curious. It pinged me, a light flick against the front of one shoulder and another against my back. I didn’t react, I just kept inhaling and exhaling, pushing with my palms, pulling in with cupped hands, swirling my arms through the air.

      The pings started coming in from all sides and angles until my skin stung. I relaxed into the sharp needling, finally muttering, “Alright, alright, you’ve got my attention,” when I noticed the dull red spots on my arms.

      The prescience stopped its assault and swept to the side.

      Yakov. Help me.

      “Who are you?” I rested my palms on my thighs. I didn’t recognize this gravelly voice.

      I am your father. The one you were denied.

      My legs faltered. I came out of my stance and stumbled to the circle of logs. This version of finding my biological father did not include being able to communicate with each other through the prescience. “What’s your name?”

      My name does not matter. What matters, is that you are my son and you can help me.

      “Where are you?”

      I am trapped. Every time I leave my dragon body, death comes closer.

      “Why are you trapped?”

      A witch laid a curse on me. Her grip is so tight it squeezes the life out of me, drop by drop.

      A man I had absolutely no memory of was trying to enroll me into freeing him from a curse. And did he mean his death came closer every time he shifted? I dug my fingers into my thighs and used the sensation to keep me present to this silent conversation.

      My father was the dragon king—if Pavel’s story was true and if this voice was to be believed. What the fuck had I gotten myself into?

      “What do you want me to do?”

      You will help me, my son?

      “I didn’t say anything about helping you.” A long silence followed my words. I stood up and slowly straightened my legs. Folded forward, my back now to the fire, I let my torso and arms hang toward the ground.

      To break the curse, I must divide my fortune equally amongst my offspring or their issue. Only three of you survived.

      Pavel had that part of the story right. “Where are your other two offspring? And what are their names?” The force of his sigh lifted my hair off my sweating face and neck. I moved to the circle of logs, and shoved my arms through the shirt nearest the top of my pack.

      Yakov Vitryenko. You, who are my son. Casimir Vitryenko, my other son. And there is one more who has remained in the shadows.

      Yakov Vitryenko. My name was Yakov Vitryenko.

      I liked Jake better.

      I shoved my sleeves to my elbows and stared into the glowing embers. Casimir the smarmy asshole was my brother. I accorded him half-brother status because he’d confessed he wanted me dead. Flames curled around the coals, moving from blues into shades of red and orange and yellow.

      “Where is my mother?”

      I heard a sharp inhalation. The suction left by the dragon king’s retreat pulled me off center. I added another log to the fire, and waited. I was hooked. And I knew with absolute certainty he was too.

      Lillika hid you from me.

      I noted the slightly petulant tone. “Is she alive?”

      She is not dead.

      I poked at the fire with the stick Pavel left behind. She is not dead was not a straightforward answer.

      I have outlived most everyone I have ever loved. Most of my offspring died at birth. I wish to know the ones I have left.

      I bowed my head. I wanted more complete, informative, satisfying answers. I’d held my questions for so long, and now here I was, getting selective half-answers from a dying man with a flair for the theatrical.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      Find my missing child.

      “Do you have any idea where your missing child could be?”

      Ask the veelas.

      The cave chamber echoed with a fading hiss. The prescience settled into its version of sleep-mode, lobbing one soft ping at the center of my chest.

      “What the fuck just happened?” I asked no one in particular. In my limited experience, empty caves didn’t answer back.

      If I had a WiFi signal, I could ask my phone to define “veela.” Or if Eszter had stayed, I could ask her. And when was Pavel coming back? My sense of time was so screwed up, I had to consult my watch. Monday. Two in the morning, local time. I banked the coals in the firepit and shouldered my pack, my boots, and the rest of my gear, and looked for a decent outcropping. Time to get some real sleep, not a lullaby-induced nap.

      I set up the bivy sack parallel to the rock wall and unrolled my sleeping bag. The spot I found wasn’t that far from the roof of the cave, and now that I was closer, I could see the vent hole for the smoke. Inside the single-person tent, my body heat would eventually warm my surroundings. I crossed my arms over my chest and tried to sleep.

      Only, getting to sleep meant wiping the slate in my brain clean and right now it was a jumble of chalk strokes from things Casimir said at the party, from Pavel’s story, and from my little chat with my father.

      I swiped my hand down my face and forced my jaw to relax. Little flares from the coals below reflected off the cave walls, lighting up the navy blue nylon tented over my face. There was no way I was going to fall asleep. I needed a hammer to the head, or a line of vodka shots. The rustling sounds returned. I pictured bats coming back to roost, and when small bits landed on the outside of the bivy sack, I was grateful for the protection from the guano.

      A soft psst landed along with a large splat. Primed for further adventures in the waiting room to the underland, I unzipped the flap and searched the shadowed ceiling. I’d never met a bat shifter, so if that’s what was making the noise, I had a front row seat.

      Above me, maybe ten or twelve feet, a dim, whitish blob glowed. I thought bats were brown, or black. Two claws curled around the opening behind the glow. Bats definitely had claws. I tensed, expecting to see an albino bat emerge, or some other unfamiliar cave-dweller.

      “Got anything to eat?” they asked, their voice barely above a whisper.

      “Fruit leather. Peanut butter granola bars. Maybe some chocolate chip granola bars too.”

      “What’s fruit leather?” More of their body emerged from the opening. They reached for a handhold in the rock face, first with one arm, and then with a scrawny leg.

      I’d heard of fruit bats. I even knew they actually ate fruit. I didn’t know if gypsum caves were their natural habitat. “Dried fruit that’s pressed flat and rolled up. It’s good,” I added, going with the flow of this increasingly bizarre day.

      “What flavor is this fruit leather?”

      “I don’t know. Apricot, maybe, or pear?”

      “Would you let me know exactly, please?”

      Leave it to me and my luck that my first encounter with a creature living in the underland was a fussy eater. I scooted backward and kicked the sleeping bag away. I didn’t get the sense they would attack but given the twists and turns of the past day…what the hell, I only lived once. I opened my pack, unwrapped the rolled fruit, and sniffed.

      “This one’s strawberry.” I rewrapped the sticky snack and extended my arm upward. “Would you like it?”

      The mystery creature answered by rappelling down the last few feet and landing in a crouch beside me. Only, the mystery creature wasn’t a bat, it was a young girl, with bare feet, slightly ratty near-white hair, dressed in loose pants and a button-down work shirt in a style I remembered very, very well from my years in the orphanage.

      “Do you have any tea to go with?” she asked, peeling back the wax paper wrapping and taking a long sniff.

      Tea? “No.”

      “That’s too bad.” She took a bite, chewed slowly, and swallowed. “This fruit leather was made by witches,” she said, pronouncing her conclusion with regal surety.

      She was right. One of Cat’s housemates had gifted me imperfect rolls they couldn’t sell to their high-end, gourmet food loving clients. “How can you tell?”

      “I can taste the sunshine and the care they took finding the perfect moment to start macerating the berries.”

      “How do you know about macerating strawberries?” I asked, fascinated by the rail-thin beast. I wondered if she was a type of shifter I’d never heard of, one unique to the Carpathian Mountains.

      “I like to spy on witches whenever I can,” she answered, nibbling along the edge of the roll. “Self-preservation and all that.”

      “I’m Jake, by the way.” I awkwardly extended my arm. She looked at my hand, then my face, and my hand again.

      “In here, you’re Yakov.” She spoke with the self-assurance of a princess.

      “And who are you? In here, I mean.”

      “My name is Willa. Willa Vitryenko and I’m your sister.”
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      I gawped. Surely I had to be dreaming this. The creature calling herself Willa darted glances between me and bites of her snack. When my open-mouthed staring had gone on long enough, she patted under my chin and asked me to please close my mouth while she ate.

      “You look like a dying fish,” she explained, fluttering pale, delicate fingers, “and I’m a vegetarian.”

      I’d only learned I had siblings a few hours ago and here one was—self-proclaimed, but still, I had to go with the flow—sitting beside me munching on fruit leather like this was something we did on the regular. She tapped the side of my sleeping enclosure with her toes. “What’s this thing?”

      I really hoped this sibling wasn’t also going to tell me to watch my back. “That’s my bivy sack.”

      She snorted. “That’s a funny name.”

      “It’s short for bivouac, which means encampment.” Shock was a strange state. It made me want to over explain.

      “I just sleep on the ground when I travel. Or in the trees. Apple trees and pear trees are my favorites in the spring and summer, because they smell so good.” She lifted her chin and swept her gaze around the room. “Or I sleep in little caves inside big caves especially when it’s cold outside.”

      “What are you doing in here?”

      “I thought the cave would be empty. The bears and the lynx usually congregate in this one on the nights around the full moon. They always leave extra wood, so I made a fire. I was just going to have a bath when I heard the passageway open.” She pointed her finger above our heads. “I hid in my secret cave.”

      “How did you know I was the Yakov who’s your brother?”

      She stopped chewing and stared at me with big, round eyes. Her tiny hand cupped the side of her mouth. “I have the foresight.”

      “The foresight? You mean you can see things in the future?”

      “Hmm, more like I can feel them, like sand hitting my skin. It makes me itch, especially my back.” She asked me to hold the last bit of her snack and scratched at her arms. “Do you have something I can use to clean my hands?”

      Willa’s foresight sounded like my prescience. I dug out the refillable water bottle and undid the cap. “Hold them over the ledge.” I poured a steady stream of water while she washed, then I gave her the bottle and its cap. “You can drink it too.”

      “Thank you.” She wiped her hands on the sides of her pant legs and took a long draw from the bottle. She carefully twisted the cap back on and set the bottle to her other side. Gathering loot. As would any streetwise kid.

      “Did the foresight tell you I would be here?”

      She bobbed her head up and down. “I heard Pavel and the others coming in through the hidden tunnel. I sensed that you were getting closer. You, as in my brother, the good one. At least, I assume you’re good. It was weird to think I was going to meet you at last.”

      Willa pivoted, looking up at me with her saucer-like eyes. “I listened to Pavel tell you the story of our father. But then I heard you start to shift and I had to plug my ears when Pavel sang the sleeping song. Then everyone left except for one of the lynx. I stayed in my cave until I heard the dragon king using the foresight to talk to you.”

      She curled back into my side. “I sensed when the other one, Casimir, was getting closer too and so I watched and I waited and when I found him, I listened.” She lowered her voice and again hid her mouth with her hand. “I don’t like him, Yakov. He wants the dragon king to die and he wants everything all for himself.”

      “Everything, like everything that’s supposed to be yours and mine?”

      “Yes, and lots more.”

      “Do you think Casimir wants us to die too?”

      “Kill us or trick us out of our shoes.”

      I handed back what was left of the fruit leather and watched as Willa finished it, folded the waxed paper, and stuck it in one of her pockets. When I’d worn a shirt and pants like that, I’d carried food scraps, and rocks collected on my walks in my pockets too.

      “Were you at the orphanage?” I asked.

      “Yes.” She darted a sideways glance up at me. “I was there when it burned down. Casimir did that. He’s lucky no one died, because if any of my friends died, I would kill him. A lot.”

      I rubbed my chest. I didn’t know the orphanage had burned and if I went there, it would be more like vising a gravesite. “What are your plans now?”

      “I could help you with whatever you’re doing. If you want. All you have to do is feed me and pay me the going rate.” There was something in the way her bony shoulders lifted in a nonchalant shrug that wrecked me. Cat was going to love Willa. I could already picture her equipping my sister with blades to fit her much smaller hands.

      Cat’s observation about me and abandoned kids echoed in my ears. But when I looked at Willa, I didn’t see an orphan, I saw my sister. And while I could also hear Cat’s next words, which would be to question the veracity of Willa’s revelation, there was no doubt in my bones.

      “That sounds reasonable.” I mirrored her relaxed attitude and shifted into a more comfortable position. “Here’s something you could help me with. I asked the dragon king about my mother, if she was alive. He said she wasn’t dead. Do you know what he meant?”

      Willa shook her head. “Our father speaks in riddles.”

      “Yes, he does. And that thing you call foresight? I call it the prescience.”

      “That sounds fancy.”

      I was about to explain how, technically, “prescience” perfectly described my magic, and stopped. “The dragon king also said that I needed to talk to the veelas if I wanted to find you.”

      “Oh.” Her body tensed a little.

      “What do you mean, ‘Oh’?”

      “Have you ever tried to talk to a veela?”

      “No.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.” She stood up and brushed her hands on her pants. “Lucky for you I’m here now and you don’t have to talk to a veela about finding me, but they might know something about your mom. C’mon, I can show you where to stash your stuff. We’ll shift once we’re outside the cave, fly to my other place, and make a plan about contacting the veelas. I’ve got connections.”

      “You’re a dragon too?”

      Willa gave me an epic eyeroll. “Yakov. Our biological father is the dragon king. He’s a jerk, but he’s powerful. Or at least he was when he was with our mothers. Of course we’re dragons.”

      “Do you know who your mother is?”

      She bobbed her head up and down. “My mother’s the reason I’m still alive. The horrible witch who lives with the king wanted her dead, so my mother had to leave. The safest thing to do was leave me at the orphanage, and for my mother to go into hiding. There’s a whole secret network for Magicals like us.”

      I tried to keep it cool, even as hope sprang eternal inside my chest cavity. If Willa’s mother was not just alive, but alive and well, could my mother be too?

      “Do you think I could meet her?”

      “You could, except that she’s in France, in her Wintersleep, and she doesn’t like to be disturbed. The next time she can shift from being a tree to being in her human or dragon body is the winter solstice. Which is in, like, a month.” She extended a hopeful glance at me. “You could meet her then.”

      “Who takes care of you while your mother’s in her Wintersleep?”

      “I take care of me,” she said proudly.

      “Wait, how old are you?”

      “Twelve.” I found myself gawping again. “There weren’t many of us left at the orphanage when Casimir burned it to the ground. I was one of the oldest kids. Truth is, we take care of each other. We have a house.”

      I pictured the juvenile gharial shifter, with its dirty scales and stash of wrappers. They were like my sister, only Willa had a network to give her some semblance of home and belonging. “Should we go there?”

      “It’s in Kiev.”

      “I know the portals that’ll get us to Kiev.” A stop in the city would allow me to recharge my devices, rent a car, and buy Willa a hot meal.

      “Yakov.” Willa bestowed another major eye roll on me. I assumed it wouldn’t be the last, and I was okay with that. “You’re in the underland now and the only thing that’s going to help you is magic. Your magic, my magic, the other shifters’ magic.”

      “And the veelas?”

      “Uff, why did you have bring them up again? Their magic is powerful scary.” She slid into a crouch and hugged her knees in tight.

      “What’s so scary? Our father said I should speak with a veela about finding my mother.”

      “Veelas can make themselves be dead and then make themselves come alive again and I think the whole coming back to life thing is weird. And our father’s not always right, you know. Besides, turns out you didn’t need the veelas to find me. We used our magic to find each other.” She tapped the side of her head, then pointed at my gear. “Where’s your fly bag?”

      I fought to keep my face neutral. “I don’t have a fly bag.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t have wings.” Saying that to a twelve year old was a lot easier than admitting it to someone my age.

      “Oh, Yakov.” She wrapped her scrawny arms around my neck and rested her head on my shoulder. “That’s terrible.”

      I would have been happy for Willa’s hug to last a moment longer, only voices boomed from the corridor. Willa froze into a tight ball of bony elbows and knobby knees. “I have to go. I can’t let the shifters see me and you mustn’t tell them we met.” She grabbed my jaw. “Promise.”

      “I promise. And Willa, don’t tell anyone I can’t fly. That’s our secret.”

      She hooked her pinky finger around mine, shook once, and sped up the wall. She disappeared into an opening and poked her head back out. “You can always use the magic we share to talk to me.”

      “How?”

      “You’re my big brother. We have a blood connection. You’ll figure it out.”

      I’d relied on technology to communicate for most of my life. And a twelve-year-old girl was schooling me on ways to use my magic that I’d never considered. I settled in to wait for the shifters to return, and startled when something landed on my head. I patted my hair and came away with a bit of metal. Willa had given me a charm, half of a flat, silver heart with a jewelry finding soldered on the top. She’d threaded a section of braided, snow-blonde hair through the loop.

      “Willa!”

      The white glow of her hair appeared from her hiding place. “What?”

      “I’m happy you found me.”

      She shot me a thumbs up. “I’m happy I found you too.”

      Wishing I’d given her something of mine, in case that would enhance our connection through the prescience, I palmed the charm and stashed it inside my pack. I’d add it to my necklace later.

      Pavel strode from the passageway toward the dying firelight, followed by shifters in their beast form. At least, I assumed the crew of three brown bears and two lynx were the same ones I met in the pub in Kiev.

      The lumbering bears soon had their noses close to the cave’s uneven stone floor, sniffing. Two leggy, spotted cats patrolled the outermost areas, hopping lightly onto and over outcroppings and upright logs. The lynx paused at the stream to drink and were joined by the bears. One by one they shook the water off their whiskers and noses, shifted, and shrugged out of the packs they carried.

      “Yakov!” Pavel bellowed. While I waited for the shifters to dress, he spread the embers and added more wood. “Come. Sit.”

      I packed my things loosely and hauled everything off the ledge, settling onto the stump he pointed to. He sat opposite, opened a rugged canvas pack, and pulled out a bottle filled with golden liquor and a bee on the simple label. Setting the bottle on the ground, he withdrew a cloth shopping bag emblazoned with the logo of a bear.

      Inside that bag were two brown paper-wrapped packages tied in red and white string. Pavel rested the packages on his thigh and the moment the bear clan officers at his sides turned their attention away, he lifted his gaze to mine.

      He untied the double knots, deftly wrapped the strings around his fingers, and tucked the neat bundle inside his worn jacket. A long moment passed before he unfolded the paper on a loaf of brown bread and a chunk of sausage.

      Scenes from my past replayed in my head. Of double knots and lengths of string used over and over again. Of times in my life where nothing was wasted. Of me, from hours ago, opening the padded mailer sent from Ukraine. My hands, shaking from nervous anticipation, untying red and white twine, unfolding brown paper.

      Pavel’s prolonged gaze might have meant nothing. And maybe the only kind of twine you could buy in Ukraine was that same combination of red and white strands.

      A body claimed the stump beside me. One of the lynx, another female, with shaved head and eyebrows, and plump lips shining a deep purple berry color in the firelight. “Hi. My name is Dita. The other lynx is Hedy. She does not speak English.”

      “I’m Ja—Yakov.” We exchanged nods instead of handshakes and I set the puzzle about papers and twines aside. “How many languages do you speak?”

      “Between Hedy, Eszter, and me, eight or nine.”

      “Can you remind me of the other bears’ names?” They were all big and brown and lumbering in their ursine forms and my memory for names was no better in Ukraine than New York.

      She reached down to retie her thick-heeled boots before answering. “Pavel’s officers are Fedir, Kirill, and Leonid.” She sized me up and down. “You are younger than the bears, and older than me and Hedy and Eszter. Not too much older. I think I remember you.”

      With time, I might remember her and the bears. I’d banished those years in the orphanage out of self-preservation. Life with the Winslows had been monumentally different; it was easier to embrace my improved circumstances than maintain a shrine to my childhood.

      “Does anyone have photographs of us at the orphanage?” If Casimir had burned the place down, my chances of retrieving paper records were close to nil—unless they were saved or kept offsite.

      Dita shook her head. “No photographs allowed. Some of us were in the orphanage because we had no parents, no other family to take us in. Many of us were there because our mothers or our fathers were targeted. Those children’s true identities were kept secret, even from the other children.” Her voice broke a little when she added, “But we knew. We knew.”

      “Targeted for what?”

      “Rehabilitation,” she said, hooking her fingers into air quotes. “Relocation. Death.”

      I let that information sink in while everyone settled. An officer sat to either side of Pavel, and the third one claimed the empty stump next to me. Once everyone settled, Pavel raised the bottle, pressed his thumb over the top, and turned it over, sprinkling a few drops on the ground.

      “What’s he doing?” I asked Dita.

      “Beginning the invocation to the spirits of this cave. Food and drink are offered in thanks for their protection. We do this whenever we gather for the full moon and other important rituals, and when we introduce someone new to the cave, like you. If the cave accepts you, you will have access to other places underground.”

      Pavel passed the bottle, opened his pocketknife, and cut thin slices off the meat and the bread. Everyone tipped the bottle as it came to them, wetting the ground at their feet. Pavel passed along more slices of sausage and bread until we each had a share to offer.

      “Follow everything Pavel does when your turn comes,” Dita advised.

      The burly shifter knelt in front of the low, flat rock near the firepit, placed the small bits of food on top, and brought his forehead to the ground. Planting his palms to either side of his head, he remained prone for a few seconds. When he finished, he brushed his hands together and returned to his seat. The next shifter did the same. When my turn came, I kneeled, set my food offering on the rock, and lowered my forehead to the ground.

      Self-awareness moved from inside my head and body, to the barrier of my skin, to the smooth gypsum. I didn’t exactly grow roots to keep me in place, but some kind of connection was happening.

      Yakov Vitrenko. Son of Lillika, She Who Reads the Wings, and Vitri, the Dragon King.

      I wasn’t expecting to hear a voice. I went to rock back on my heels and sit up, only I couldn’t move.

      What do you wish from me?

      I murmured something unintelligible into the ground.

      Answer my question.

      I…I don’t know.

      I tasted grit on my tongue.

      Yes, you do know, Yasha. Wish from the deep.

      I wish to fly.

      Sensation rippled and slithered along the section of my spine between my shoulder blades, wrapped around my ribs, and connected with my sternum. More grit coated my tongue as I inhaled.

      Wish granted.

      The ground released me with a crack I felt, more than heard. I brushed my hands on my thighs, reclaimed my seat, and tried to gather enough saliva to work the muck out of my mouth. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been kneeling. I might have been down there a lot longer than anyone else. Perhaps Pavel and his cohorts had already been through this and the cave spirit was aware of their wishes. Perhaps time moved differently around the firepit.

      Hedy was the final shifter to kneel. Pavel scooped up the slices of meat and bread once she returned to her seat, and fed the food to the fire. He motioned for Dita to translate for him.

      “Yakov, I have a mission for you. You heard the story of the dragon king. Did you guess you are his second child?”

      If Pavel thought I’d be surprised at his question, I disappointed him. “I suspected he was my father,” I said, twisting the truth a little. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I want you to find the dragon king’s lair.”

      “Why?”

      “Why? Because we want to talk to him.” Pavel leaned back, letting his legs and arms splay open. I’d been in his presence for a short time; even I knew exposing his midsection like that was supposed to convey a willingness to negotiate, even surrender. The hard set of his face telegraphed the opposite. “Convince him it is in the best interest of every beast, every element that benefits from the magic in these mountains to also share in protecting and defending its source.

      “The dragon king is the biggest beast and therefore requires the greatest amount of magic. He does not deserve all the magic.”

      “And what about the witch?” Cat would have a lot to say about a witch with the power to hold a dragon captive in order to harvest its blood. Her opinion of me going face to face with the witch would include the words, “Don’t you dare”, followed by, “If you must, then wait for me.”

      I was having second thoughts about not inviting her on this journey to find my missing pieces, when Pavel spat. “The witch grows strong as the king grows weak. She must die.”

      One of his officers leaned in and added, “She is near immortal.”

      “What Kirill says is true. The witch’s curse affects the dragon king, and he drains the lands in order to stay alive and supply her with his blood. The longer they live, the more our magic weakens.”

      “Assuming I find the dragon king’s lair, tell me what happens next?” I found myself already planning how to test the range of the prescience, how to work with the newfound knowledge that I could receive and send communications in real time. I didn’t know if that gift was limited to blood relatives only, but Willa could verify that for me.

      I could also ask Vitri directly. Though entering his lair meant there was a high probability of encountering the blood-drinking witch and I doubted my two knives and compact bow would be enough to disarm her.

      “You return here and share the route. We have other clans who will help us capture the king and bring him here for safekeeping. Once he agrees to our demands, we will return him to his lair. If he cannot stop giving the witch his blood on his own, we will kill her.

      “And if we cannot change his mind, we are prepared to do what is necessary. The dragon king is weak. He will be easy to kill. We would not ask you to kill your father. We might ask you to help us kill the witch.”

      I swallowed hard. The possibility of finally meeting my biological father, then turning around and watching him die was a scene out of an absurd play. “Then let me locate the dragon king’s lair and let me speak with him first.”

      I would have to make a plan for dealing with the witch. I would have to make a plan for dealing with Casimir. And all plans would have to take into account the possibility that because the witch regularly drank Vitri’s blood, she too could use the prescience to communicate and to spy.

      I hoped my magic, the family magic, had different channels. One so I could communicate exclusively with Willa, and another I could keep between me and the dragon king. And though I really didn’t want Casimir listening in on any channel, being able to monitor him had clear advantages.

      “Yakov.”

      “Oh. Right. I was thinking.”

      “There is more. We have until the next full moon to reach the dragon king.”

      “How many days is that?”

      “Seven days until November thirtieth. The moon will be veiled and it is within the shadow of the penumbral eclipse that we will make our attempt to sever the king from his captor.” He stood and extended his arm to me. “Now, Yakov, will you help?”

      I followed his actions, grabbed his hand in both of mine, and looked my childhood’s self-proclaimed protector in the eyes. Holding his gaze, I searched the prescience for a connection to our conjoined pasts.

      I found it, a fraternal bond forged by circumstance and Pavel’s heart. I held tight and gave the bond a tug, pulling memory forward through years crowded with bafflement and wondering until a much younger, scrawnier Yakov sat in front of me, alongside my older friend, the bear. Even then, muscles bulged underneath the bear shifter’s worn, patched clothing.

      “Yes.”
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      “Good.” Pavel returned to his log. I opened a side pocket on my backpack and pulled out my GPS device, my smartwatch, and my phone. I held them up for everyone to see. Dita continued to translate for me, and for the others.

      “I can use these to communicate with my friends. I’ll need their help to reach the dragon king and neutralize the witch. We’ll bring a healer, in case we have to stabilize the king before we bring him here.”

      I didn’t add how much I hoped the king would recover enough to see the error of his ways and agree to therapy. Or its Magical equivalent. Maybe there was a twelve-step program for megalomaniacs. “I know the dragons who adopted me will help in any way they can.”

      Telling the assembled shifters I hoped Audrey and Eli would help wouldn’t sell my plan. A few crossed their arms. Others looked at Pavel expectantly. The bear shifter shook his shaggy head.

      “Yakov, Yakov. Now that you know of your connection to the dragon king, this is something only you can do.”

      “Why, Pavel? Why should I go it alone when I have resources, I have people who can get information, data—” I was arrogant enough to think I could reach out to friends and colleagues who’d helped me in the past—including Catriona, Lacey and the Roccaforte Mischief, and the Arkadis, a trio of demon brothers who happened to be excellent fighters. They’d ask questions, sure. And not everyone would want to enter the cave system, or could. Two of the demon brothers had wings, which they could hide with glamour, but moving through tight spots—

      “Yakov. The dragon king hides in the innermost underland, and you, little dragon, know nothing of the underland and how it works.” Pavel waved me over, removed the items I was holding one by one, and handed them to the other bears. His officers examined my belongings with casual interest, then dropped them in the same cloth shopping bag used to transport the bread and sausage.

      “Yakov.” Dita continued to translate. “You will carry the same tools we carry. A knife, your head, and your heart.” Pavel made to return my pocketknife to me, hovering the hinged end near the silver chain before he tapped my forehead, then the left side of my chest. “And, your magic. That is what works in the underland and that is what you must focus on.”

      Fighting the feeling that everything I suggested would be overridden, I asked about a bathroom and a shower and hot food. I wasn’t accustomed to being around this many Magicals in such magically charged quarters. Exhaustion hit me like a truck.

      “Come.” The bear shifter led the way to the opposite side of the cave. Hopping easily over a narrow section of the stream, he wended along its bank, ducking under stalactites and dodging slabs extending from the cave walls until the path made a sharp right where stairs had been carved out of the stone.

      “Here.”

      A dorm-style space had been created out of another cave. Sleeping alcoves held bunkbeds and singles. At the back, steam unfurled above a sunken tub.

      “This is where we sleep and rest. Even have spa day.”

      Everyone laughed. Pavel retreated back up the stairs and turned right. He continued to follow the stream farther from the main cave and exited right again into another room. Before entering, he paused at its threshold. “This is where we connect with the magic of the Underland Realm. Wait here until you are invited to enter.”

      Pavel spread his legs and arms wide and pressed his palms against the walls. His shoulders visibly relaxed, and he moved forward. Dita grabbed a handful of my jacket and moved me aside. “Let me and the rest go ahead of you,” she said. “This is your first time. The magic will want to taste you and maybe test you before you are allowed in.”

      “Is this magic different from the magic in the big cave?”

      “Yes. This is the beginning of the section of the underland system we are responsible for. If you cannot pass here, you cannot enter our tunnels.” She paused. “To be clear, you would not be able to enter the tunnels from this entrance. You might be able to use other entrances managed by other clans.”

      “Then let’s hope this one likes me.” Dita bobbed her shaved head in agreement and like the three bear shifters before her, she copied Pavel’s stance when her turn came. The shape of her body changed subtly as she was accepted into the room.

      When my turn came, I set my feet and placed my hands on the stone arch. My eyelids slammed shut. I entered a different kind of portal. Instead of me moving through it, the cave’s awareness moved over my clothes and dipped invisible fingers into my pockets, nostrils, and ears. It slid along my skin before it entered my mouth and my pores, speeding along my body’s arterial, fascial, and neural networks.

      The underland’s magic left something behind—several somethings—at each plexus of nerves. A jolt of electric energy zipped up my spine as the cave gave me permission to enter. I had to shake out my arms to get rid of the prickly sensation and when I planted my foot on the other side of the threshold, I felt a familiar shiver in my legs and momentary disorientation. I was positive I’d entered another realm.

      The swirling stopped. I moved forward. This cave differed from the main one in other ways, starting with the spiral pathway created by swirls of cream and brown naturally occurring alabaster and filled with a mosaic of crystals. A mushroom-shaped altar with a flat top anchored the center of the spiral. Along the path’s outermost curve were scattered altars and flat sitting spots. Arched sections of stone hung from the cave’s roof, giving the space a cathedral-like feel and amplifying the sounds of water trilling through its own spiral sluiceway, of wind moving through unseen passageways, of bird wings beating and blood coursing through veins.

      Inhaling and exhaling, every one of my senses amplified, especially hearing, peripheral vision, and balance. An inner gyroscope I didn’t know I possessed whirred to life behind and below my navel. The prescience returned and if I was a more eloquent, poetic dragon, I would have said my magic was dancing with joy at its enhanced state.

      “Here is where you train. Here is where you work with your magic. Here is where you find the dragon king.” Pavel put his hands on Dita’s shoulders and spoke with her. She kept her gaze on him as she added, “Pavel asks I show you what happens when we shift in here. Do you remember what I looked like in the other cave?”

      “Yes.”

      She crouched to untie her laces. “Pay attention.”

      Dita wiggled her feet out of her boots, shook her legs, and stepped onto the uneven surface of the stone spiral. Her transition into a lynx took place gradually, from her feet and hands, along her legs and arms and in toward her torso. Each paw was bigger than the average lynx’s, the color of her fur more luminous, its texture silkier. The more steps she took, the more I sensed the weight of her front arms pulling her forward into her lynx form.

      She dropped to all four legs. I had to stop myself from doing the same. Finally, the shift flowed through her torso, neck, and head. Dita the lynx loped gracefully along the ever-tightening spiral, circling the central altar once before leaping on its top. She twitched her ears. Long tufts at the top sparked with amber magic.

      I couldn’t stop myself from wondering if I stayed within this cave, absorbed enough of its magic, would I be able to follow the spiral, see my wings develop, and finally fly?

      Dita jumped down, loped along the spiral, and paused in front of me. She head-butted my chest—enhanced magic had given her more height and heft—and butted me again when I didn’t respond. Pavel reached past me to scratch her ears.

      “You want me to pet you?” She chuffed through her nose. I ran my fingers through the fur on her cheeks. Purring vibrated along her throat. She shook her luxurious coat as she shifted and grinned up at us when she was done.

      “That was cool.” Pavel helped Dita stand and guided her to her boots. “Does the shift feel different when you do it in here?”

      Dita nodded. “I feel closer to my true self, my true power. You will feel it too, when you’re ready.”

      When I’m ready. I moved into the room, thinking I would explore on my own, only to stumble over my feet as tiredness again bowled through me.

      “Pavel?” I looked at him while Dita translated. “I need to sleep.”

      “Sleep is good.” Pavel said something else. Dita didn’t translate, but as I made my way back to the entrance to the magic room, into the darkened corridor, and alongside the stream, her light steps followed.

      “Pavel says I am to stay with you.”

      “You really don’t have to. I’m not going to run away. I promise.”

      “Pavel says you are happier if someone sleeps with you.”

      I pressed my hand against the stone wall to stop from stumbling. Needing another body in bed with me in order to sleep might have been true at the orphanage—my memories weren’t clear on that topic—but it hadn’t been true since my first night with the Winslows.

      I had been given my own room with my own bathroom. Everything was brand new, from the furniture and school supplies, to the basketful of stuffed animals that frightened me with their glass eyes and unfamiliar smells. I got used to sleeping in a single bed by myself fast. Aside from a handful of awkward attempts at sexual activity in college, I slept alone. Always.

      Entering the cave’s dorm room, I asked Dita if one of the sleeping cubicles was hers. I didn’t want to share a bed with her platonically or otherwise. She pointed to the second arched opening on the left. “Then I’ll take the one next to it.”

      I hauled my gear into my chosen spot. A simply constructed wooden bed frame took up most of the space. On top was a single-size futon, a pillow and two pillowcases, and a towel. Nooks in the wall could be used for stashing personal belongings. I tested the row of hooks pounded into the stone wall nearest the opening. They’d hold the weight of my pack just fine.

      I shook out the clean towel provided and draped it on a hook, covered the pillow with both cases, and opened and unzipped my sleeping bag. I carried my dopp kit into the bathroom alcove, relieved for the novelty of a composting toilet and the normalcy of a sink, even though the sink drained into a sluiceway in the floor.

      Park Avenue was a long way away. And I was okay with that. Communal living came with a comforting familiarity.

      I brushed my teeth and said goodnight to Dita, though for all I knew it was noon. Disrobing down to underwear and a T-shirt, I slipped into the sleeping bag and zipped myself in with my feet facing the cubicle’s opening.

      Sleep drew me into a restless voyage of sinking into troughs between dark green waves, and rising up, gasping for a breath, only to drop back into unconsciousness. During one bout of being half-awake, I tried to connect to the prescience. Silence engulfed my inquiry. Maybe my magic had gone out for a stroll. I fell into the next trough and stayed there, cradled in the arms of cold, jade waters until my body was ready to wake up, get up, and get on with my assignment.

      

      “There is no cooking in here, or eating,” Dita informed me when I asked about breakfast. Or whatever meal it was time for. “Come, I will show you the kitchen.”

      The shifters kitted out another side cave with a long, wide table with benches and a narrow, sturdy shelf. The shelf held camp stoves, cookware and utensils, and wooden boxes with basic foodstuffs—sugar, salt, flour, dried beans, assorted grains. The set up was minimal. At best, I’d get black coffee and oatmeal. And that would be okay.

      “Can I make you something?” I asked the lynx shifter.

      “I will eat same as you.”

      Over bowls of oatmeal loaded with everything I could find, including chunks of dried fruit, and dollops of peanut butter and honey, Dita offered suggestions about entering the room of magic to begin my practices. “Bathe first. Cleaning your body shows respect for the magic.”

      “Do you know what day it is?” I looked up from shoveling another spoonful of oatmeal into my mouth.

      “It’s Wednesday.”

      I scraped the edge of my spoon along the inside of the bowl. “Can I take your dishes?”

      Dita waved me away. “You cooked. I clean. I will see you in the magic cave when I am done.”

      In the dorm cave, I filled the empty wooden bucket near the hot spring, took it to one of the sinks, stripped, soaped up, and rinsed. With no mirror for help with shaving, I scratched my fingernails through the two-day growth covering my jaw and put my clothes back on. I could live without shaving another day.

      I padded barefoot alongside the stream and remembered to pause before entering the room with the spiral on the floor. Hands against stone, each of the seven nerve plexi vibrated in turn, bottom to top. The cave gave me permission to enter. Only, I stopped, lifted my palms away, then touched the stone again.

      I followed the cascade of sensation up my spine, struggling to recall what it reminded me of, and when I planted my hands a third time, the cave responded with extra intensity, zap zap zap.

      Seven golden sigils had been stacked along Elodie’s spine. Did they grant her access to the entirety of the underland’s tunnels and caves? Or did they tie her to another location, or Magical?

      The cave’s magic all but shoved me forward. I walked the periphery of the great spiral, wracking my brain to remember which sigils I’d drawn on the calling card I’d left back in my aerie. Frustrated, I continued through to explore the space before settling on an area wide enough for unrestricted movement. I had to get out of my head and into my body.

      My free-form practice combined exercises culled from various martial arts and yoga. I didn’t have a mat, or any of my gear. It was just the ground underneath my feet and hands, and me, all of me, every fragmented piece held together by my skin and by my desire to understand my role in the ongoing drama surrounding the dragon king.

      As I connected to my breath and moved my body, I had the encouraging sense I could—and would—connect to my magic within this strange and wondrous underground container. And in connecting to my magic, I could challenge myself to reach back to my childhood and connect with Yakov.

      I wanted to remember him. Because he spoke Ukrainian before he learned English. Because he knew this ground before he knew the paved roads and sidewalks of his Park Avenue neighborhood.

      Outside the cave, I was sure Yakov would also know the trees, and the birdcalls, and all the signs that signaled changes in the weather. He would know all that because he’d wanted to.

      Thank you for being a curious child, I whispered to my younger self.

      I started my practice with basic moves. Those quickly turned into a freestyle, capoeira-like series until I’d worked up a sweat. I paused for a breather and wiped my face with my T-shirt. In the midst of my practice, I’d seen Dita enter and begin her own exercise routine.

      Facing a curved wall, I settled into horse stance, rooted down through my legs, and brought my palms to the center of my chest. I cleared my throat in preparation for chanting, and again, and a crack ripped through my head. I shot a glance behind me. Dita was cool, composed, and completely immersed in her practice.

      Yakov Vitrenko. Son of Lillika, She Who Reads the Wings. Son of Vitri, the Dragon King. The voice of the cave reverberated through my limbs.

      “I’m here,” I whispered.

      Are you ready to fly?

      “I am ready to find my wings.”

      That does not answer the question you were asked. Are you ready to fly?

      “No.” How could I be ready to fly? Or was flying a metaphor for something else? I waited for the cave to speak again. Silence dragged on and on. My concentration broke. My thighs gave out. I had to stand, walk around, and shake out my legs.

      Yakov.

      This voice—faint, reedy—was followed by another long crack, only this one wasn’t in my head. The stone underneath my feet jerked and I almost slipped. Dita again appeared completely unaware of what I was hearing and feeling.

      Yakov, I need you.

      I paused before responding. The dragon king needed my help, which fit conveniently with Pavel’s assignment. “Where are you?”

      Follow the trail.

      Frustration. What was it with the vague requests? “What trail?”

      The Dragon’s Tail trail.

      “To where?”

      Follow the Dragon’s Tail trail across the Mountain of Broken Stones and into the valley.
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      I waited for Dita to finish her workout before I explained what I heard.

      “I think it’s urgent that I follow Vitri’s message,” I added. “He sounded very weak.”

      “The Dragon’s Tail trail,” she said, tapping the side of her jaw. “It is located in a wild section of the Mountain of Broken Stones. Very hard to get to. No portals. We would have to drive to Myslivka and go in on foot. Do you know how to rock climb?”

      “I’ve done some bouldering.” Rock climbing was a no-go. I’d tried it in high school, and suffered paralyzing vertigo both times. I’d learned about bouldering—climbing up and over rocks of all shapes and sizes, often alongside riverbeds and in the middle of streams—during my freshman year of college. Bouldering I could do.

      “Do you have any equipment in your backpack?”

      “No.” On second thought, I might have stuffed a pair of skin-tight gloves in with my gear. “How long will it take to drive to Myslivka?”

      “Many hours. No more than one day.”

      “And how long will it take to get to the canyon once we get out of the car?”

      “Many hours.”

      Many hours. I shook my head and started to make the calculations backwards. Half a day from Dragon’s Tail trail back to the car, assuming I would have to help the dragon king. A full day of driving. One and a half days there, one and a half days back. Three days.

      “Should we get ready to go?”

      Dita stared at me before she nodded. “First we ask Pavel.”

      The lynx shifter left to find the bear. I searched the main cave for the rock shelf where I’d encountered Willa. The entrance to her nook was hidden among curved shadows where the uneven rock wall met the similarly uneven ceiling. I climbed from one outcropping to the next, sat cross-legged on the widest shelf, and closed my eyes.

      Willa, are you there?

      When I didn’t get an immediate answer, I leaned to the side and pulled the silver charm she gave me out of my pocket. Holding that little half a heart in my palm, I opened myself to the prescience and asked for help reaching my sister. I pictured Willa’s face, and her scraggly halo of white-blonde hair.

      Willa.

      Yakov.

      Are you okay?

      I am with my friends in Kiev. We are making popcorn in a big pot and then we are going to watch a movie.

      I smiled.

      Which movie?

      How to Train Your Dragon. Are you okay?

      I’m good. I’m leaving to find the dragon king and bring him back to the cave.

      Do you want my help? I know all the caves in the underland but I’ve always been afraid to go as far as our father’s lair.

      I can do this. I want you to stay very, very safe.

      I didn’t hear her snort so much as I felt it send a ripple through the prescience.

      Yakov, I think you are the one who needs to stay very, very safe.

      I promised Willa I would watch my front, back, and sides. She promised she would reach out to me if she heard anything important via the orphans’ group chat. Stretching my legs, I waited for Dita and Pavel to finish speaking before I reversed my way down the wall and jogged to the dormitory cave.

      I emptied out my go-bag and leaned it against the narrow bed. The important items stayed on the futon. I brought enough hryvni, and gold and silver coins, to rent a car and cover gasoline, meals, and a couple of hotel rooms just in case. Though I wasn’t sure what “just in case” looked like in an operation that included trekking through the Ukrainian wilderness.

      I repacked the bivy sack and sleeping bag, and every piece of high-tech clothing I’d brought from New York. November in the Transcarpathian region was cold. I regretted I hadn’t brough more camping gear.

      The bears had loads of high-fat ration bars, stuffed with dried fruit and nuts. I filled the water bladder, made sure I had water purification pills, and double-checked to see I had a first aid kit. Removing the necklace with the charms, I strung Willa’s trinket on the silver chain and looped it back over my head. A magical compass and a means to summon help might come in handy.

      Staring at the charms, I rewound to the night of my birthday party and the first time I opened the mailer and saw the brown butcher paper tied with red and white twine. Whoever tied the twine made a double bow, just like on the packages of bread and sausage Pavel had placed on his lap.

      I ran through a slew of possibilities: That brown butcher paper and red and white twine were ubiquitous in Ukraine. That every Ukrainian child was taught to tie their shoes a particular way. That someone within Pavel’s network had sent the towel and teeth to me. That Pavel himself sent the padded mailer, knowing with absolute certainty the contents would compel me to Ukraine. To him and his mission to rescue or kill the dragon king and reestablish access to the sources of magic.

      The weight of the cave’s walls pressed against me. There was a very high probability I was being used, manipulated. Was Pavel holding the strings? Or was it the dragon king, or the witch, or someone I had yet to meet?

      What if the envelope arriving on my birthday wasn’t a coincidence? What if one or more of the Protectors and Representatives set everything in motion? Could I trust their gifts?

      I tossed the pillow to the foot of the bed and stretched out on my back. Contemplating the rough grooves cut into the ceiling, I imagined they were claw marks, put there by a frustrated shifter who wanted nothing more than to escape. Inspired by their imagined struggle, I re-thought every object I’d carry with me on my way to meet my father.

      

      Pavel approved my plan to approach the dragon king and bring him to the cave. Eszter and Dita drew straws to see who would accompany me on the drive. Dita ended up with the shortest stick. Eszter stuck her tongue out. I was fine with my escort. I was used to her company.

      Without fanfare, Dita and I shouldered our gear and made our way from the firepit to the passageway that would bring us above ground. Pavel and his crew were already at work rigging a system of restraints that would hold Vitri inside the cave with the spiral during their negotiations.

      Setting a subdued but friendly smile on my face, I waved. There was no reason for Pavel to know I had reason to doubt the timing of my arrival at the Big Dog, Little Bear brew house, and everything that happened in the hours after.

      Dita and I retraced our steps to the ranger’s hut, through the woods to the first portal, and made it to the car park in Lviv. The lynx shifter offered to drive the first shift. We agreed to switch off every two to three hours, get out, stretch our legs, and use the nearest public restroom. Lunch was ordered at a drive-through and as dinner time neared, I dropped hints I wanted to stop and eat at a real restaurant. Dita’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, and relaxed when I offered to pay.

      We detoured into a town she suggested. The main street offered a selection of restaurants. I cracked open my window and inhaled. My stomach growled loudly. “Pasta okay with you? I smell spaghetti. And garlic.”

      She slowed down as she leaned forward, scanned the signs above the storefronts, and parked the car at the next open spot. “Spaghetti is good.”

      We unbuckled and twisted to reach into the back seat at the same, nearly whacking our heads. “You go first,” I said. “I’m bringing my pack in with me.”

      “Good idea. I don’t know this town. I know it gets lots of tourists so yeah, better to be safe than sorry, right?” She held her small bag by the handles.

      “Right.”

      Dita locked the car and tossed me the keys. “You drive the next shift.”

      We entered the restaurant that smelled of red sauce and oregano. With a tired wave from the server, we seated ourselves. I set the table wobbling when I tried to negotiate getting more room for my legs versus annoying the man sitting behind me.

      “Can you ask for something I can wedge under the table leg?” I demonstrated the problem. Dita darted to the counter holding a cash register, menus, and a bowl of questionable mints, and brought back a package of matches.

      “Try this.”

      The quick fix worked. I’m not sure what Dita ordered from the limited selection of entrees. I loaded up on protein and carbs, slathered butter on two rolls while we waited, and ate enough to put me into a food coma.

      “For the car,” I explained, when Dita smirked at the sight of me cutting my last meatball in half and stuffing the pieces into two more rolls. She made one for herself, wrapped it in a paper napkin, and offered to wrap mine.

      “Now you can put them in your pocket,” she said, winking. I might have blushed.

      “Did you want dessert?”

      “No. I need to use the bathroom once more.” She leaned to the side and gathered her bag and jacket.

      “I’ll pay.”

      I watched Dita’s back and waited for the light above the restroom to go red. Standing, I shouldered my pack, flagged our waitperson, and read the bill. Or tried to. Failing to understand what was in front of me, I showed her a handful of banknotes. Her eyes widened. She picked a few and motioned me to follow her to the ancient cash register.

      I didn’t need change. I needed to get out of the restaurant and into the car before Dita exited the bathroom. I practically flew out the restaurant’s front door. Within five seconds, I had the car started and the doors locked in case my abandoned escort went furry and decided to run after me.

      Putting the Golf in gear, I pulled away from the sidewalk and drove off. I didn’t check the rear-view mirror; instead, I backtracked the route Dita had taken once we were off the main road and figured out which way to turn so I wasn’t heading in the direction we’d came from. Flooring the old car’s accelerator was a helluva lot less satisfactory than asking my Tesla to increase its speed.

      I hoped Dita would forgive me. There were just some things a dragon had to do on his own. As for Pavel and the rest of the shifters, I didn’t know which of them might be complicit with the dragon king, or the witch, or some other entity entirely.

      I’d set my pack on the passenger seat for easy access. I reached into another well-disguised pocket and withdrew a box of condoms. Keeping my eyes on the road, I felt for the spare phone wrapped inside the unused and out of date foil packets and pressed its power button.

      The sleek bit of hardware had been designed by one of my demon friends whose company had become one of the leading providers of lightweight, easily hidden communications gear. I was one of their alpha testers. The battery installed in this phone kept its charge almost indefinitely. I pressed my thumb to start it up, opened the voice-activated mapping app, and spoke the destination.

      “Would you please try again?” Dagur’s voice recited the app’s message and I almost asked him how he and his husband and their six-month-old twins were doing. Two more tries and I managed to get the name of my destination correct. I propped the phone in the busted cup holder and blew out the breath I’d been holding.

      Leaving Dita in the restaurant wasn’t an act of spontaneous stupidity. At least, I hoped it wouldn’t prove stupid. It wasn’t calculated cruelty either. The lynx shifter had clothes, food, her phone, and the hryvni I’d slipped into her coat pocket.

      I had soggy sandwiches and more questions than answers. Okay, and I had the car. But I couldn’t even read the road signs, and I…I stopped trying to justify my actions. Gripping the steering wheel harder, I lifted the phone so I could see the map. The exit was close. Time to turn off my guilt and my wandering thoughts and focus.

      Once I was off the main road, the app said it would be another forty-five minutes to the national park. The app lied. It was more than double that due to shitty road conditions and a headlight that dimmed and brightened according to its mood.

      I slowed to study the logo on an official-looking wooden sign. An arrow with “1.5 KM” on it indicated I was close. I put more attention on the condition of the road as I eased the sedan forward, passing a parking area and portable outhouses. From the comfort of my seat and the efforts of an overcompensating heater, I noted the gate to the park was closed and locked. Schoolyard fencing disappeared into the woods to either side. I backed up, turned around, and drove the car to the far corner of the sole parking lot. Two camper vans parked close together had lights and music and voices behind their windows.

      I moved the lever and pushed the seat back as far as it would go, giving me room to rifle through my gear. Bringing my go-to set of short knives was a given. I gained access to the pack’s internal frame and withdrew the narrow package containing my foldable crossbow and arrows. If the situation I was walking into warranted having to defend myself in close quarters, I’d reach for the knives. The crossbow was an added insurance policy.

      Hefting my pack, I locked the car, tucked the spare key in a magnetic stash box, and set the box in a hollow in the tree touching the rear fender.

      This was it.

      I tightened the pack’s chest and hip straps and headed toward the gate. With the help of a running start and rudimentary calculations, I vaulted myself up and over the fencing.

      I was in.

      Next step, zeroing in on my location. I scanned the sky for stars to orient by, and opened the international trail app I’d asked Dagur to add to the prototype phone. Minutes later, the app, which included mundane and Magical trail systems, locked on my current location. I spoke my intended destination. Four tries later, the app accepted it, Dagur’s voice told me where to go, and once again, I found it comforting to have a friend along on my adventure. I wiggled the phone into the arm pocket on my stretchy, long sleeve shirt and picked up my pace.

      I didn’t recognize the type of trees in the pitch dark. I thought I heard owls, and the distant thrum of cars and trucks coming from a faraway road. I stopped once the trail began to climb and the terrain shifted. More large boulders appeared, off to the sides and even straddling the trail where splits in the massive stones were wide enough to allow someone my size to pass through.

      I hadn’t stopped to connect with the prescience for hours, not since before Dita and I left the cave complex. I changed up my pace, clambered to the top of the next boulder I came across, and removed the ear cuffs.

      Waves of sound filled my head. I had to shrug out of my pack and get low to the ground. Moss cushioned my hands and knees, but it couldn’t help the aural assault. The cacophony was intense, between specific channels carrying Vitri’s voice and Willa’s, both of them faint, and the more general sensation of impending doom rushing in from all sides. Shaking, I pressed my hands against the sides of my skull, right above my ears, and listened for the night sounds of the boreal forest.

      Night birds, mostly owls. Soft rustlings and high-pitched squeaks, mostly mice and voles. Wind making wintry noises in the leafless branches and needled conifers. I waited, breathing through the anxiety, wondering if I’d hear Pavel or the lynx shifters, or the local packs or clans, coming after me.

      Nothing.

      I fumbled for the tube connected to the water bladder, drank, and made my way off the boulder and back to the trail. Resting my back against the rock, wiser from experience, I slowly, slowly connected with the prescience again and created a thin opening. From there, I invited in the sensation I identified as the dragon king.

      Heavy panting, like a wounded animal trying to catch its breath. That faded. Then, stronger, Yakov, my son, are you coming?

      “I’m almost there.”

      Vitri exhaled a shuddering sigh, followed by, I am ready.

      Light from the waxing moon bathed the forest. I widened the opening between me and Vitri and sensed more than heard his labored breathing and his heart beating, louder and louder in my ears. Ten yards ahead, the trees thinned as the trail ended. I slowed my pace.

      From what Dita had described, the Dragon’s Tail trail, with its hairpin turns and unstable footing, began nearby.

      Otherworldly rocks, split, smoothed, and rounded by the elements, spread out around me. Another ten yards or so and the rocks ended. I hadn’t checked the terrain on the app and didn’t know if the rocks sloped downward, into a valley, or marked the threshold of a much harsher, more sudden, drop.

      “Yakov.” The dragon king’s voice rang in my ears, not my head.

      “Vitri?”

      Great wings, larger and heavier than any owl or raptor shifter’s, beat at the cold air. I slipped the pack’s straps off my shoulders and crouched, rifling quickly through my defensive options.

      A dragon rose up from beyond the edge of the rocks, the surface of its scales turned to liquid mercury by the moon’s light. Chest heaving, it landed, its great claws gouging shallow lines in the ground. I was used to dragons, and when I stood, hooking my crossbow to the back of my belt as I walked closer, I was free of fear. The beast shook its head, flinging the ruff running from the top of its head down the back of its neck from side to side.
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      In a flash of silver and gold lights, the crownless king became a man in an unbelted trench coat and elegant suit.

      Casimir. Representative to the Protector of the Underlands and the Great Beneath. The Dragon King’s right hand. Not the one I wanted to see. Not at all.

      “Where’s Vitri?” I was unsure whether I should move closer, play the innocence card, and greet Casimir as family, or stand my ground and wait. He made the decision for me, striding forward, his face awash in triumph and a strong dose of malice.

      “Yakov. Help me,” he said, mimicking Vitri’s plea. His laugh cut through the night and echoed across the rocks. “I can’t believe you fell for it. You’re more desperate to believe our father cares for you than I thought.”

      I reached behind me, curled my fingers around the crossbow’s handle, and let my arm hang loosely at my side. I had twelve arrows at my immediate disposal and there was a chance Casimir couldn’t see I was armed.

      “What are you doing here and where’s Vitri?”

      “What am I doing here? I’m protecting what’s mine, that’s what I’m doing.” He unbuttoned his dress shirt, shedding his suit and coat together. Supple, silvery, dragon scales covered his entire chest. Bands of metal circled his upper arms. If he was coming at me, expecting us to fight, I was more than ready to meet him.

      I was aware that Casimir had made a study of me. I had no idea how much he knew, or what he knew. I shut down the prescience. He didn’t need to know about Willa.

      “Whoa, Cas. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I held out my free arm, palm facing him, pushing at the waves of aggression lapping at my senses. “There’s nothing of Vitri’s that’s worth destroying family ties over. Hell, there’s nothing of Vitri’s I want.”

      “Family?” He stopped and laughed. “We’re not family, Jake. Or is it Jonathan Jackson Winslow? Or Yakov, now that the orphans have reunited with the prodigal son?” He stalked closer, patting his crossed arms and squeezing the wide rings circling his armored biceps. The metal began to glow, igniting a fiery layer underneath Casimir’s layer of scales. The silver chain of charms around my neck was useless—unless Casimir would grant me the time to take it off and choose which one to activate.

      As if. I took one step back and sank weight into my left leg. “I’m not responsible for anything Vitri’s said or done.”

      “I’m not asking you to fix our father’s mistakes, Jake” —he spat on the ground after saying my name— “I’m telling you that you will not be a part of my future. Or anyone else’s. And when I’m done with you, I’m going after our sister. You can take that promise to your grave.”

      Casimir came at me before I could send a warning to Willa. I lifted my right arm, aimed at his shoulder, and fired. His body jerked, once, twice, again, every time I fired. The shots slowed him, but not enough. I fired again. He dodged. I dropped the bow, poured my weight onto my front leg and met his midsection with my shoulder. Momentum allowed me to toss Casimir behind me. I spun around. If I went dragon, the caustic elements in my blood might work to my advantage, unless his blood was similar. If I stayed like this, I could keep trying to talk him out of his madness.

      I went with talking.

      “You don’t want to do this.”

      “Oh, yes I do.” His dragonscale body armor weighed him down and slowed his movements. I feinted to one side and came at him with fists ready. The scales ended at the base of his throat, leaving his neck and head unprotected. If I could get him in a headlock and apply the pressure to the right spot, I could have him down and out and trussed. Pavel and the shifters would get a two-for-one deal, and Willa and I could breathe easier.

      Yakov.

      Vitri’s voice distracted me. I tuned it out, got my head in the fight with Casimir. He came at me fast and strong. I retaliated, pulled up years of frustration and fed that into my punches. Every time my fist met his body, he laughed. The guy was seriously unhinged.

      He was tiring and his hits were getting sloppy. I started to think I had the upper hand. Only, every few seconds Vitri’s labored breathing, his wheezing, rode in on the prescience and I couldn’t keep shutting it out. I stepped back to again force my magic away. Casimir used the moment to land a punch to my side that knocked the air out of my lungs and cracked a rib. I teetered to stay upright and struggled to breathe. He hit me again, same spot only on the other side. My entire chest seized, like he’d just snapped me into an iron vest a size too small. My diaphragm wouldn’t unstick, the muscles moving my ribs couldn’t expand.

      Casimir shifted parts of his body from human to dragon in slow motion, starting with his legs. I started to map a retreat. If I could make it to the woods, I could use the surroundings to my advantage. My adversary was getting too big to maneuver in the tight quarters afforded by clusters of trees and tall, narrow rocks. I stumbled backward. My boot twisted, snapping my foot in a direction it didn’t want to go. Casimir seized that moment to crouch. He exploded, leapt high, shoved his clawed feet against my chest, right in the solar plexus. He came in again, poised on one leg, and deftly sliced across the front of my body with his back claw.

      Pain blossomed across my chest. Casimir lunged forward, grabbed hold of the silver necklace, and twisted.

      “That charm came in handy,” he said, pulling me against his chest. “Too bad none of the other trinkets can help you now.” The heat building under his dragonscale armor leeched out. When his hot metal armor hit the raw wound left by his claws, pain like I’d never known seared across my chest.

      I screamed, and poured everything I had into bending my knee and forcing it into Casimir’s groin.

      He shoved me away. I stumbled again. I’d gotten cocky, and I was paying for it. I struggled to my feet and limped toward the forest. The trees were too close together for him to come at me in his dragon form, or even this hybrid half-dragon. I bent to grab my bow and my pack. Casimir hit me again and I landed, facedown, my fall barely broken by my hands. I scrabbled to my knees, smelled blood, knew one side of my face was shredded.

      I had to shift. I closed my eyes for just a second, enough to find the bile and the fire and combine the two into igniting the change. The skin on my forearms and knees split. Scales and claws wanted out, only Casimir lunged in my direction. His kick rolled me like a log toward the lightless dark beyond the cliff.

      With just a few moments time, I could finish shifting, especially if I could reach the trees. The closest one was right there. I shoved away from the ground. Casimir landed on my back, grabbed my shoulders in his claws, and rose up enough my feet left the ground. He swept us around and pushed me forward. My toe claws had trashed my hiking shoes, and now bumped against stone as this unwanted dance brought me closer and closer to the edge of the rocks.

      Paralyzed on the inside, unable to finish the shift into my denser, heavier dragon form, I bargained for my life.

      Casimir laughed again and flexed his toes, sending the tips of his claws past my skin and into my muscles. When I reached up and back to grab his ankles, he pushed deeper, nicking tendon and bone.

      “I told you there is nothing of yours that I want other than your death.”

      He drew his knees into his chest. I roared my throat raw, windmilling my arms as he pulled me backwards, giving me no time to regain my center. And when my blood brother shoved me forward with a satisfied grunt, I had nowhere to go but out and down.

      Falling’s catastrophic rush was everything I’d spent my life imagining, over and over and over.

      

      Death arrived in a swirl of feathers, soft, downy. Only, the long-haired creature perched on the rim of a giant nest of bleached branches and twigs and limned by silvery starlight wasn’t the all-devouring skeletal monster I expected Death would be.

      I inhaled those lines of airborne starlight through my nostrils and my mouth. Streams of silver, gold, and white threads intertwined as they worked their way through my veins, into my heart, and out through my arteries.

      Tracking the movement of magically-charged blood through my body was a heady experience. Tracking the movement of those same self-braiding threads as they burrowed below the delicate feathers blanketing Death’s torso had me slamming my eyes shut.

      I felt the creature’s curiosity before I felt her touch. She reached for my face, hesitated, and placed her palm against my neck instead. I rested my hand on top of hers, let my fingers slip between her slender claws. I fell farther, eyes still closed and my heart still connected to her by those tenuous threads.

      Featherlight touches from the tips of the bird’s claws pressed at the skin on my chest and shoulders as she began to suture the gashes and holes left by Casimir’s attack. I didn’t wince, though I felt every puncture of the polished bone needle pressing me against the twigs, and every tug on the sheep gut thread pulling me up. The stitcher’s voice burbled and trilled in a repeating loop of birdcalls as she readied me for burial.

      Yakov. Where are you? Can you tell me? I’m coming for you.

      I fumbled for the charm Willa had given me, only my hands wouldn’t obey and none of my limbs seemed capable of moving on their own. Willa. Who I would never get to know, never get to introduce to Audrey and Elijah and Cat. Tears leaked out between my eyelids. The stitcher stopped her repairs to wipe my cheeks with the vane of a long feather, and took up the needle again.

      I’m dead, Willa. There are feathers everywhere and it’s not as bad as I thought it was going to be.

      Yakov, if you’re dead, how can you be talking to me?

      I don’t know.

      Then you can’t be dead. I’m here in the big cave and the bears are very, very angry with you. What did you do?

      I came to find our father and get him help. But it was a trick. Casimir got inside my head. He pretended to be Vitri. I made it to the head of Dragon’s Tail trail and Casimir and I got into a fight. He pushed me over the edge and I fell and fell. I hate edges. I hate them.

      Yakov. YAKOV. You’re stuck in a dream. You have to open your eyes.

      I tried. My eyelids refused my command. I was disconnecting from my old life and all I wanted was for the stitcher to finish her work so I could be done with this endless, looping sensation of letting go, letting go, letting go. Maybe death would grant me a second chance at a different life. Maybe I could leave all of my fears here, on this side, and come back a much braver dragon.

      Willa, I can’t open my eyes. You have to stay hidden. Casimir knows about you. Casimir knows and he’s coming for you next.

      I lost my connection to my little sister. I lost my connection to my breath. This time I was really, truly gone.

      

      Fingers stroked across my forehead, one, two, three, leaving the sensation of wet mud in their wake. Fingers repeated the pattern down one side of my face, along my jaw and over my chin, and up the other cheek. Relief from pain followed in the wake of the touch.

      Curious to see if Death still looked like a snowy owl, I opened my eyes.

      More feathers. The fingers lifting away from my face weren’t quite human, and they weren’t quite bird claws. They were an elegant hybrid and the wider I opened my eyes the more I could see of the bird shifter sharing the nest. She had a human face, and a human-shaped body, and most of her was covered with feathers. Layers and layers of mostly white feathers, mottled here and there with black, from her collar bones, down over strong shoulders and small breasts. Longer feathers decorated her tangled brown hair and hung from silver loops lining the outer shell of her ears.

      Nothing hid the lines of pale white scar tissue and fresher, pinker cuts on her face. Whatever claw or blade had slashed my savior had crossed at an angle, from one temple, across her eyebrow and nose, catching one side of her mouth. The evidence left by the savagery of the attack did nothing to mar her beauty.

      I willed my arm to work enough I could caress the scarred side of her jaw with my knuckles. Faint whisps of connective threads tickled my skin. She curled her clawed hand around my wrist and held me in place without effort.

      “Where did you come from this time, my broken dragon?”

      My mind wandered off in search of an answer. She knew I was a dragon. She knew I was broken. Maybe healing bones were why I couldn’t move my arms or legs. Or maybe she saw the brokenness inside.

      “New York.”

      My mind continued to wander—and wonder at the whorls of silvery starlight dancing through my body—before I settled on a question. “May I touch you?”

      “You may touch me.” She slowly relaxed her grip on my wrist. “Follow the lay of the feathers.”

      I explored the curve of her ribcage with my one working hand. Her heart beat against my cupped palm. I rubbed my thumb up and down her sternum, bony under the cover of fine feathers and more pronounced than mine. I longed to be able to sit up, see more, stroke over her ribs and down to her belly and hips.

      “Would you like to see the world through my eyes?”

      All I wanted was for the two of us to stay connected.

      “Yes. Please.”

      “Let me help you lift your other arm.” The unscarred side of her mouth quirked into the tiniest smile. She enclosed the wrist of my non-working arm in her other claw and lowered her forehead to mine. Those same whorls of silvery light illuminated the backs of her eyes. The black of her iris turned mottled white, like the surface of the moon.

      “Do not look away,” she whispered.

      “I won’t.”

      She shifted her weight, rolled us out of the nest, and wrapped her legs around my hips. We plummeted, heads down and spinning, spinning through the starry sky, in fear-free exhilaration. The moment she extended her wings, she brought us out of the spiral and onto a cushion of air.

      I was flying. Death had loaned me her wings, and I was flying. Air was my element. Air would never let me down. I coasted in a wide circle, eyes searching, seeing, as we crossed a narrow, lively river once, twice, and again. Flight brought us closer to a waterfall where the tips of my feathers gathered a layer of mist. Death sighed with pleasure from her perch on my back.

      I spiraled upward, wanting to hear her sigh again. Sun warmed my tail feathers. I was flying for the first time in my life and it was glorious and I never wanted to stop. I never wanted to stop.
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      Rays of yellow light warmed my face. I hurt all over, and I was sated by the presence of the pain. Because the throbbing reminded me that I’d finally flown and behind my closed eyes and splayed limbs, I was deliriously happy. I soaked the sun in and waited, anticipating whatever came next. Maybe Death would take me flying again or let me touch her feathers.

      No one approached. The sun didn’t go away. The pains in my muscles and bones swung toward the bright pangs of healing. I rolled to my side and tucked my arm underneath the side of my head.

      Grit and lichen had replaced sticks and soft feathers.

      I was alive.

      I was alive. I came onto my hands and knees. Death had deposited me exactly where I’d been just before Casimir picked me up and threw me over the edge and into the canyon. I curled my fingers against the grit, made myself breathe quietly, and listened. Casimir could be standing behind me, waiting to grab me and fight me all over again.

      I searched for sounds and scents of his presence and when I was sure he wasn’t nearby, I sat back on my heels, blinking against the sharp sun and the realization I’d survived.

      I was alive.

      I was alive and I needed water, and to maybe get out of the sun. My hiking pants were ripped in places and spattered with dried blood. My long-sleeved pullover had been replaced with a tunic-style shirt sewn from plain muslin. I pulled up the front, noting the burn marks and the wounds held together by rows of neatly placed sutures with their tight, tiny knots.

      My necklace was missing.

      Stumbling to standing, I waited for my bones and joints to line up. I found the necklace in one of my pockets and pulled the tangled chain out with stiff, shaking fingers. I had to make sure the most important charm was still there, that I hadn’t lost Willa’s half heart to Casimir, or to the rocks and river below, or to Death.

      The whole thing looked worse for wear and the crystal conch was cracked, but Willa’s charm was intact. I was unsure how I could use any of them in this moment. One of the charms had betrayed my location to Casimir; the likely culprit was the simple stone purportedly given by Vitri. I should have used Boreas’s gift, stopped time, and gotten the upper hand before Casimir grabbed my back.

      Before I could wallow in regret about not using things that had been gifted to me, I heard a cluster of soft whispers. I turned. Four magical women with mottled brown skin and long hair shot through with twigs and leaves and berries talked among themselves, their gazes on me. Two of the creatures had tufts of feathers sticking out of their headpieces. Two others had live owls clinging to their shoulders. All four had feathers decorating their clothes, yellow stripes running down the centers of their noses and over their lips and chins, and their dark eyes were ringed with white.

      Owl shifters.

      “Hello?” I returned the necklace to the pocket on the outside of my pants, brushed my hands off, and let my arms hang at my sides. I was very much alive, and these women might have been among the birds who saved me.

      “How do you feel?” one of them asked.

      I spread my fingers. Made fists. Patted my chest tenderly, and my face. “I’m okay.”

      Another one lifted her chin at me. “You are lucky we were hunting in the canyon. Took all four of us to catch you before you hit the ground.”

      “Was there a big white bird with you too?”

      A different one responded with a sharp nod. “We brought you to a healer. One of her nests is near here. We kept others from eating you while she fixed your wounds.”

      My throat was too parched to swallow the news I could have been lunch. The four owl shifters parted. One extended her arm and pointed to the woman sitting cross-legged on a flat-topped rock. Birdlike and ethereal, with tanned legs and draped in a motley collection of feathers and hides, she stepped lightly as she approached. I recognized her bright, yellow topaz stare, the scars on her face and hands, and the metallic lines of magic circling her, circling me, threading themselves through her chest and mine.

      I assumed she was actively using her magic to continue healing me. Every thread hurt a little as it pierced my skin in one spot and exited in another. I dreaded the moment she might cut any one of our connections.

      “Lift your shirt,” she said. Not hello, not my name is, not how are you, not would you like to caress my feathers before I take you flying again. Holding her gaze, I fumbled for the hem and pulled the soft shirt over my head. She shifted her gaze from my eyes to the center of my chest, stepped closer, and placed her hands so the heels of her palms met at my sternum and her fingers spread across my pecs.

      “My name is Jake.”

      “I am Striža.” The bird woman frowned and tilted her head. “You are a dragon and yet you did not fly from the one who wants you dead?”

      “I don’t have wings.” My confession sent the four other Magicals to whispering among themselves. Striža shushed at them.

      “I will help you find your wings. In exchange, and to pay your debt to my sisters for saving your life, you will assist me with my work for one year.” She swiveled her head and spoke in an unfamiliar tongue with the others. When she returned her attention to me, her eyes pulled me back into her orbit. “You have until the winter solstice to make arrangements.”

      “Is there any other way for me to repay you? I have gold.”

      “For us, gold is useless. We could take back the help we gave. Leave you down there, let you stay inside your broken body.”

      The strings building a net between Striža’s chest and mine jerked in surprise. “But then I would be dead.”

      “We would cry for you. No charge.” She smiled at me for the first time. It was so blindingly unexpected, I smiled back. She moved in closer, slowly peeled her fingers away from my chest, and stroked my cheek. “You are a smart dragon. We are smart too. Meet us here, on the morning of the winter solstice. You have almost four weeks. Come prepared.”

      She stilled, fixing the darkening pools of her now cloud gray eyes on me. Her companions walked away, making trilling sounds as they approached the woods. Five deer appeared from between the beech trees. Striža held me by the neck and pulled me closer. She kissed one cheek, and the other.

      “I don’t have a choice, do I?” The wind lifted strands of her feather-laced hair, blowing it forward until it cloaked my shoulders with its silky warmth.

      “I am Striža the veela. You will formally belong to me at the start of winter, Yakov the wingless dragon. Make ready.” She pulled a white feather from the back of her head. The opaque shaft glowed with pale light. Angled one way, the sapphire light was the sky at dusk, angled another, it was the first pink blush of dawn.

      A stag nudged the veela’s shoulder as she tucked the feather down the front of my shirt. It was time for her to go and a hairline crack appeared between old Jake and new Jake. Before Striža could leave me, I cupped her jaw in both hands and brought my mouth to hers. I didn’t know what I was doing, or why I was doing it, only that I had to kiss her before she left.

      My ass hit rock and the same creature who’d watched me from the edge of her nest now perched on my thighs, the talons curving out from the backs of her ankles dangerously close to my groin. She pressed her hands against my shoulders, forcing me to lie flat. My heart thundered in my chest as I witnessed her eyes darken behind the curtain of her waist-length hair.

      “I didn’t mean to—” I whispered. “I’ve never—” Those braided threads of silver, gold, and white moving through the air between us waited. I forced myself to relax under her gaze, and the knife-point sharpness of her claws.

      “You wish to share a kiss, dragon?” I nodded, causing the back of my skull to grind against the rock. “Then state your desire and wait for me to answer.”

      I thought she was going to get off me and leave. She didn’t. She stayed in a kind of squat, heels digging into my inner thighs, hands pressing against my shoulders. Her stag pawed at the ground, sending vibrations through the stone and into my bones.

      A moment of raw pain flashed across Striža’s face, like she’d gone back in time, and come forward again. And then her knees went down to meet the stone, her chest sank into mine, and her fingers—human, and still calloused—stroked my hair away from my face.

      Moya zirochka. I want to kiss you.

      Long forgotten words whispered through my head as Striža, the veela, the owl of death, the creature who had saved my life, lowered her face until her lips met mine.

      Drakon. I want to kiss you.

      My arms had no problem working. I wanted to hold Striža the way she’d held me, so I wrapped my arms around her back. Her exhale became my inhale, her tongue in my mouth sliding over my teeth became the knife that opened the envelope that led to my past, and her past, to all the lives she’d chosen to live and leave; to the life I had only started living the moment my half-brother pushed me off the cliff.

      My hand found her sacrum, her sacred place, as my tongue explored her mouth, the underside of her jaw. I tasted rain clouds and pines needles and the frustration of clothing.

      I wanted to slide inside of the woman in my arms and fly with her through waterfalls.

      Drakon. I must go. And you must go.

      Striža inhaled my exhale, breaking the kiss, and pushed against my chest to right herself. She smiled in response to the evidence of my arousal, happily positioned between her thighs.

      “I knew there was a reason I waited all this time for my drakon,” she said, rocking onto her feet. “I will see you at the solstice.”

      “I will be here, veela.”

      A magnificent set of antlers appeared behind her shoulder. Her stag snorted. She grabbed a handful of the skin at the beast’s neck and mounted him in one fluid movement, using her tanned, muscular legs to guide him in a circle around me before she aimed him toward the woods. I curled up to watch her depart. Striža looked over her shoulder, never blinking, before she slipped between the trees.
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      I stayed where I was, on the edge of the cliff, watching the trees swallow the owl shifters’ departure, until my pants no longer felt so damn tight.

      Striža had called me her drakon, then let her stag carry her away. I rubbed at the center of my chest. My skin felt raw and my heart was definitely surprised. As I moved my hand away from the borrowed shirt, the faintest lines of Striža’s aura—or was it our aura?—faded in the daylight.

      I saved pursuing the answer to that questions and all its implications for later. Right now, hunger and thirst drove me to search for my belongings. My go-bag wasn’t where I thought I remembered dropping it. Someone had leaned it against a tree and the contents had been rifled. I took everything out. Catalogued what was missing, including my extra clothes, my knives, and my crossbow.

      I finished most of the water and one of the granola bars. By some miracle, my spare phone and pocketknife were still in one of my pockets, and the gold coins were undisturbed.

      I pressed my thumb to the phone. The time glowed bright green numerals. I’d been out only a few hours, twelve at the most, and swiped out of habit to see if I had messages. I didn’t, not on this phone, but it corrected my erroneous thinking.

      I’d been out for three days. Three. Days. Fuck. I rushed to put everything back in my pack and found adjusting the straps was tricky. I wasn’t fully healed, my skin was hyper-sensitive to touch, and my muscles complained at having to work. I headed into the woods, shoeless and unsteady on my feet.

      I’d resigned myself to thinking I’d have to hitchhike to Lviv, until I got to the parking lot and saw the Volkswagen Golf. Relief flooded through me. I found the key box exactly where I’d hidden it, unlocked the passenger door, and dropped my pack onto the seat before walking around the back to the driver’s side. All the windows bore a light coating of frost, outside and inside. I started the engine, got the defroster going, and waited.

      My feet stung from myriad cuts and bruises, and my stomach wanted more food. The meatballs I’d stuffed into the bread rolls were inedible. I found a pair of balled up socks in the pile of things I’d removed from the pack three days ago, along with one of the bear shifters’ homemade protein bars. My mapping app would get me back to Pavel. Finger wavering over the screen, I debated whether to make a detour to the restaurant where I’d left Dita. If she was still there, I could start the lengthy process of making amends. If she wasn’t, I could honestly say I’d looked for her.

      The windshield defroster wasn’t breaking any records. I swiped an area clean enough to see safely, directed the heat vent to my feet, and drew the seat belt across my chest. Time to meet Dita and the bear shifters head on.

      A low groan sounded from the back seat, raising the hairs on the back of my neck. Another groan, softer, like a wounded animal. I released my two-handed grip on the steering wheel, opened the blade on my pocketknife, and reached for the rear-view mirror, slowly adjusting it so I could see behind me.

      Across the back seat, an old, stained blanket hid a large lump. I startled when a gray, gnarled hand clutching a cane slipped out from underneath the covering.

      Tap, drag, tap, drag. The sound of the cane and the limping visitor traversing the floor boards over my head.

      I was in a beat up Volkswagen, not underneath my bed at the orphanage, unable to move or make a sound.

      “Vitri?”

      I released the seat belt and lifted the stained covering. Nothing about the man made sense, and everything about him was a shade of gray—everything that wasn’t an identifiable blood stain. The pinstriped suit jacket with frayed lapels and cuffs. His skin, his veiny hands, his nose and bushy eyebrows. Gray, grayer, grayest.

      If this was the dragon king, he was in rough shape.

      “What in the ever lovin’ fuck is going on?” The man, who maybe was Vitri, maybe was not, but the cane just about clinched it, didn’t answer, didn’t open his eyes or his mouth, just started a ragged snore. I dropped the blanket over him, buckled back in and put the car in gear, and headed out of the park.

      And stopped. Closed my eyes and summoned my magic. I asked the prescience to confirm or deny the old man in the back was, or was not, the dragon king. The answer welled toward me, pressing me against the back of my seat.

      Okay then.

      I’d almost died—or, I had died, and then been brought back to life—coming to this remote place to try to convince or otherwise finagle or force this man to come with me, and here he was, asleep, like he’d waited long enough for me to finish my business and when I didn’t show up, he’d found the car himself.

      I drove in a state of shock, which wasn’t helped by the shitty heating system and my ice cold toes. Dagur’s voice alerted me to the coming turn. I hit the signal, made it off the highway and to the restaurant, and idled the engine. Shock had morphed into stupor, and as I stared at the restaurant’s window, I swore I saw Dita. In an apron. Glaring at me while taking someone’s order.

      I checked the time. Ten thirty in the morning. I left the engine on, adjusted the heater; stepped out to stretch and rehearse what I was could say to diffuse Dita’s righteous anger. By the time I figured something plausible and opened the restaurant’s door, the lynx shifter had her coat on and was stomping toward me. A low growl rumbled through her throat.

      “Can I give you a ride home?” I stayed stock still under the mean-ass gaze of one very upset feline.

      “You fucking left me, Yakov.” She was fuming. “I thought we were friends.” She jerked the car door open, shoved at my pack, and plopped onto the seat.

      “We are friends,” I said, buckling myself in. I had nothing to offer but the truth. “But I have things I’m dealing with, that I’ve been dealing with, and this was something I needed to do on my own.”

      “For three whole days?”

      “I thought I’d be gone only a few hours.” I pulled away from the curb, made a U-turn in the silent street, and headed toward the main road. Dagur’s voice again told me which way to go.

      “I won’t tell Pavel if you don’t tell Pavel.” I shot her a quick grin. Her glare deepened. Traffic was heavier and it took the old car a few moments to get up enough speed to merge. I jerked the steering wheel to the right as a truck passed too close.

      “Pavel already knows. I called him when it was very clear that you were not coming back. He told me my punishment for losing you was to stay at the restaurant until he decided I could come home. The owner made me work for her, and she let me sleep there at night.” She plucked at the front of her sweater. “Ugh. I stink of kitchen.”

      She crossed her arms and snorted. Vitri groaned. Dita’s eyes widened. “Did you hear that?” She sniffed the air, turned slowly in her seat, and reached for the blanket. Vitri must have dropped his cane, because Dita hissed and hit my arm. “You didn’t tell me there was a body in the back seat.”

      “That’s my father,” I explained. “The dragon king.”

      “You weren’t supposed to kill him.”

      “I didn’t kill him. He’s sleeping.” I hoped he was still sleeping, and that the sounds he was making weren’t because his body had started to decompose. The rising reflux in the back of my throat said I had to stop that line of thought. I kept one eye on the road, and the other on the rear-view mirror as Dita reached back again and slowly peeled away the blanket.

      “He doesn’t look very ferocious.” She tilted her head. “He’s just an old man.”

      I agreed, and added a reminder for both of us. “He’s a very old man who’s done some very bad things and who’s dying because a witch has been draining his blood.”

      “How did you get him to come with you? Did you have to punch him?”

      I wasn’t ready to share the details of my three-day absence, especially when I didn’t know how Vitri had made it to the car. I winked at Dita. “I used my charm.”

      Most of the rest of the drive was silent. When Dita pointed out the challenge of carrying him through the portals, I suggested we skip Lviv and drive straight to the ranger’s station where one of us could run ahead and get help.

      “No, that’s another two hours of driving. And I’m starving.”

      “Me too. Let’s get food.”

      “Drive-through only,” she insisted.

      “Drive-through only. What about a bathroom break?”

      “Yes.”

      “I could use one too,” I said.

      “No fucking way are you leaving me in the car with the dragon king.”

      “Then I’ll stop by the side of the road and use the bushes, okay?”

      

      We made it to the portal tree in Lviv that would get us to the park. Dita carried my pack and her bag. I bundled Vitri in the rancid blanket and hefted him into my arms. “Get his cane, please?”

      Dita held it gingerly, locked the car, and led us to the designated tree. Packed together, we made it through the old school portal. Vitri groaned the entire short ride and stirred inside his cocoon when we were released and started on the path through the woods. We paused at the ranger’s cabin; I had to readjust my hold and ended up rolling the ancient dragon onto and over my shoulder in order for us to pass through the narrow opening in the split rock.

      I sweated, from Vitri’s added weight and the anxiety of not knowing what Pavel would say and how he would react.

      I didn’t have to wait long for the answer. The bear shifter paced within the circle of logs, palming the stick he used to poke at the fire. He looked like he wanted to throw the stick at me, and ask questions later, once I was skewered on a spit and roasting over the flames. He handed the stick to the shifter next to him, motioned for the others to stand, and met me and Dita halfway.

      “Take his package,” he said to the other bear shifters.

      “No. He’s my father, and he’s too sick to be strung up in here. I’m taking him to the cave with the magic. He has to heal before we can talk to him.” I didn’t wait for Dita to finish translating, or Pavel to grant me permission, or his officers to decide whether they would follow his order or let me pass. I asked Dita to hand me Vitri’s cane and continued past the shifters.

      My feet, raw from walking on the trail in soaking wet socks, connected me to the cave’s magic with every squishy, grit-filled step. I drew on my dragon sight to make my way down the pitch dark path, past the dorm room and the kitchen, and stepped into doorway of the cave with the spiral.

      I balanced Vitri on my shoulder as I stretched out my arms to touch the entryway. Magic hissed against my palms and the cuts on my feet, blasting its way up the nerve plexi from my tailbone upward.

      Yakov Vitrenko. Son of Lillika, She Who Reads the Wings. Son of Vitri, the Dragon King. One who is veela-bound. Why do you darken the threshold with the one who would steal everything?

      So, the cave could see my arrangement with Striža. “He is my father. And I need answers from him.”

      Why do you need to ask your questions in this sacred place?

      “He’s dying.” Vitri groaned again and almost slipped. I shrugged my shoulder and hoped his body would settle. I couldn’t remove my hands from the stone. “He needs your help.”

      The sentient magic pulled away, affronted I asked it to help heal the greedy dragon who wanted to take away its ability to do just that.

      “I will do anything you ask. Just let me enter.”

      You are already in debt to the veela.

      “Yes, I am.” Curious magic ruminated from the other side of the threshold.

      Here is your task, Yakov Vitryenko. Become the dragon you were born to be.

      Permission to enter was granted. The cave released me. I stumbled toward the spiral as the crystal pathway lit up, directing me toward the mushroom-shaped altar. Once there, I bent my knees and carefully set my bundle on the alabaster’s cool surface.

      Prepare his body for death rites.

      Death rites. Fuck. “I don’t know—”

      You do know, Yakov. Find that knowledge within.

      I propped the cane against the altar, centered Vitri’s limp body, and unwrapped the blanket. Averting my face, I breathed into the crook of my elbow to clean the scent of decay from my nostrils.

      No wonder the cave ordered I perform death rites. The dragon king stank. Jacket, shirt, pants, everything smelled awful, especially his socks and shoes. Rolling him side to side, I got him off the blanket and folded it around his piled belongings. I’d deal with all that later, even go through the pockets.

      Death rites included cleaning his body. I could do this. I’d prepared the bodies of dead animals and pets when I was a kid, and I’d been much more emotionally attached to them than I was to Vitri. I walked the spiral in reverse, exited the cave, and ducked into the dorm room to gather what I’d need. Hot water sloshed out of the wooden bucket as I jogged alongside the stream and back to the spiral cave.

      Enter. Be quick. The bears grow unhappy with your actions. Pavel fears you wish to usurp his place.

      “I don’t want to take anyone’s place,” I muttered. Not Pavel’s, not Casimir’s, and definitely not Vitri’s. I had to follow the crystal path again because the cave’s magic wouldn’t let me walk the straight line to the altar. Setting the bucket near my feet, I worked a bit of soap into a small rag.

      And stopped. Extended my arms forward, closed my eyes, and offered my gratitude to the spiral cave for granting my request.

      If you hope your filial devotion will sway the dragon king, think again.

      “I want him alive to answer my questions. Cleaning his body won’t clean his soul or his conscience.”

      I sank into the ritual of washing Vitri’s limbs, going in between each toe and finger; following the ridges and hollows of his face; cleaning his wavy, shoulder length white hair. Multiple puncture sites littered the tops of his hands, his inner elbows, his inner thighs, and below his clavicles. I tended to those scabbed and bruised places where the witch had withdrawn his blood.

      The most disconcerting thing was he looked so human. I couldn’t find any traces of his dragon form, no extra bones in his back to anchor his wings, no sign of horns on his scalp, and I couldn’t find it in me to hate him or love him. Not while he looked like this.

      I finished with the ritual of bathing, dried the dragon king’s body, and set the soap and cloth on top of the blanket-wrapped bundle.

      “How much time before he is healed?”

      The dragon will wake on the next full moon.

      That gave me three days to get back to New York and gather the help I would need.

      

      I’d barely made it into the main cave before Pavel’s fist headed toward my jaw. I swept Vitri’s cane up to meet the bear shifter’s arm and pressed my other hand to his chest.

      “Let me explain,” I said, forcing Pavel to listen. He was mad and concerned. Throwing punches was his shtick. Accepting punches wasn’t mine. “But this was something I had to do by myself.”

      “You almost died, Yakov.”

      “How did you know?”

      He lifted his chain and whistled. A tiny owl flew over, dangling a mouse from its beak, and landed on Pavel’s shoulder. The bird lifted one foot, transferred the rodent into its claws, and plucked a rolled up piece of bark out of the pocket in Pavel’s shirt. The bear shifter unrolled the bark. He ignored the crunching sounds the bird made as it dined, and gestured for Dita to translate.

      “To Pavel, Lord of the Bears, from Striža. Be advised that my sisters, Goddess-blessed Ural owls, saved a dragon under your clan’s protection.

      “In return for bringing him back from death, this dragon owes me one year of his life. He has been advised to present himself the morning of winter’s solstice.”

      Pavel stared at the bark before he rolled it back up and returned it to his pocket. “Do you understand what you have done? We do not vow anything to the veela.”

      “I had no choice,” I countered, stopping before I shared anything about Striža. I edited my encounter with Casimir down to him ambushing me at the edge of the cliff and me falling off.

      I left off detailing how Striža let me touch her, how she took me flying, how she kissed me, and I kissed her. I told Pavel and the other shifters that I couldn’t recall a thing until the moment I woke that morning at the edge of the same rocky cliff and learned a quartet of owls had been at the right place at the right time to save my life.

      I argued that I had to go home, to New York. That my family would worry. Pavel reminded me he and the other orphans were also my family, and only agreed to give me his blessing once I explained that between Catriona and Lacey and my demon friends, a small battalion of Magicals would be on their way to Ukraine soon in an effort to locate me.

      “Dragon kidnappings are fact of life,” I said, shrugging. “I promise I’ll be back before the full moon.”

      “Swear it.”

      I held up my hand and opened my mouth to speak. Pavel grabbed that hand, stabbed his knife into my thumb pad, and squeezed drops of blood onto the dirt. “Swear it,” he repeated.

      “I swear I will return to this cave by the coming full moon.”

      “Or terrible things will happen to me,” Pavel prompted.

      “Or terrible things will happen to me,” I repeated. Dita muttered something about a certain part of my anatomy falling off, and she and Eszter fell into each other, cackling.

      Pavel let me go, folded his knife, and smacked my face between his palms. “No tricks, Yakov. I save your life many times. Now, you help us save our magic.”

      I left the main cave, pausing in the carved-out passageway to nudge the prescience into connecting me with Willa. Only, she’d beat me to it. Light as a cat, she darted into my sleeping nook, stepped onto the foot of the thin mattress, and settled in crossed legged.

      “I don’t want to stay here while you go to New York.” She wiggled her toes underneath my sleeping bag and hunched her shoulders. I stopped gathering my things, unzipped the bag, and offered it to her. Though I’d already decided I wanted Willa to come with me, I wasn’t going to force her to go. She took pride in being able to fend for herself—and I was in awe of her streetwise confidence. What pushed me into getting Willa out of Ukraine at any cost was Casimir’s stated intention to personally see to her death.

      “Would you like to come with me?”

      Willa sat on top of the sleeping bag and shivered. I motioned for her to slide her legs in all the way and get comfortable. She drew the zipper up to her chin and even tugged on the ties that closed the top of the bag around her face.

      “You look like a little caterpillar making a cocoon.” I grinned at the serious face masking the wheels turning inside her head.

      “I like bugs. I don’t like Casimir. Or the dragon king, and I’m afraid. But don’t tell any of the other orphan kids when you meet them. I’m the only dragon, like you were, and they all think that if there’s trouble all I have to do is breathe fire.” She rolled onto her side and drew her knees toward her chest. “I can’t make fire.”

      “Not every dragon breathes fire,” I assured her. “I can’t. Not yet. Though I can belch up this stuff that smells sulphury and tastes horrible on the way back down. My mother can breathe fire, and it’s terrifying. When you come to New York, maybe she’ll show you.”

      “Are you saying I can go with you?”

      “I’m saying there’s no way I’m going home without you.”
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      If I had wings, Willa and I could have flown the last leg of our journey to Park Avenue. But I didn’t, so we portaled into Central Park and walked to the mansion. Everything fascinated Willa, the buildings, the pedestrians with their pets and baby strollers, the sculptures, the different trees. She only dropped my hand and left the footpath when she spied the occasional sparkly thing glinting in the grass.

      Together, my sister and I created an interesting sight, with me in filthy pants and holey socks, and her in unwashed orphanage hand me downs. I grabbed her hand before we crossed the street and made her pause with me on the sidewalk in front of the four-story mansion.

      “This is where I live. My parents own the entire building and my aerie is at the very top. You can’t really see it from here.”

      She surveyed the building, letting her head drop back as she scanned the iron railings lining the rooftop. She gave a quiet gasp. “I see gargoyles, Yakov. Do you ever talk to them?”

      I followed her gaze to the two crouched, winged creatures guarding the street-facing corners of the building. “Honestly, no.”

      “You should. Gargoyles live very long lives and they see more than most Magicals.” She spun toward me. “I’m starving. Can we get something to eat?”

      “Sure. We can get anything you’d like.”

      “Okay.” She squeezed my hand and faced the mansion’s entrance. “I’m ready.”

      Willa decided she wanted to enter through the revolving glass door. After two times around, she strode into the lobby like the dragon princess she was. The gharial shifters stared at us, wide-eyed.

      “Aravind, Tanvir, this is Willa. She’s my guest and has my permission to have full access to the third and fourth floors and the roof.” The two nodded. I showed Willa the button to our private elevator and let her go in first.

      “Jake, hold up!” Kunal waited at the employee restroom, using his foot to keep the door ajar. Willa and I stepped back into the lobby. Kunal eased into a crouch, opened the door wider, and called softly. “Priya, when you’re done washing your hands, there’s someone here who wants to see you.”

      The little gharial shifter Cat and I had found in the park peeked over Kunal’s shoulder. She was dressed in a fluffy white unicorn onesie, complete with a stuffed horn attached to the hood. I melted at her adorable smile and went to my knees. I was big, she was tiny, and I didn’t want her to be afraid of me.

      She blinked her wide, yellow eyes. Scales in a range of turquoise hues glittered along her hairline, and what I could see of her neck and hands. Willa squeaked and darted forward, settling herself on my thigh.

      “Priya, you are such a pretty unicorn. My name is Willa. I’m a dragon. We can be friends.”

      “Do you like cake?” Priya asked.

      “I love cake.”

      That much conversation exhausted the tiny shifter. She leaned against Kunal and closed her eyes. He broke into a wide grin as he gathered her into his arms and stood slowly. “We haven’t been able to locate anyone who knows anything about her,” he whispered. “So for now, the queen has granted us permission to continue to let Priya live with me and my family.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      Kunal smiled and shook his head. “Audrey and Elijah have been wonderful. They poured all of their worry about you into this child. She’s going to be fine.”

      Willa kissed Priya’s fingertips and let me lead her back to the elevator.

      “It’s like being inside a jewelry box.”

      She was right. Sconces bedecked with dangling crystals lit the inside of the elevator and reflected light off the flecks of mica in the wall tiles. Maybe my sister would help me see more than just the elevator with fresh eyes.

      A muted bell dinged, announcing our arrival. If we were lucky, neither parent would be home, and I could get Willa situated with her own bathroom and clean clothes. We weren’t lucky. I saw my mother first. Not only was she literally dressed to kill—her collar and wrist cuffs, fashioned from thorns, could easily shred through tender skin—she was letting aspects of her dragon show. Elijah came up behind her and crossed his arms. His emerald green neck frills rattled, signaling his upset.

      “Jonathan Jackson Winslow, I demand an explanation. Where have you been” —Audrey went from flaring her nostrils and glaring at me to pointing at Willa— “and what is that?”

      I must have missed something as I lowered my pack to the floor. Willa was trembling. I thought it was because she was terrified. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d brought home a friend who had an extreme reaction to my mother.

      Turned out Willa’s full-body tremors were a precursor to her shifting and when she let out her dragon, my parents gasped in unison and took a step back.

      I did too. I was…stunned. The undernourished twelve year old who’d spent most her life living in caves and whose mother spent months at a time as a tree, was a glass dragon, a species I’d only read about. Her scales shimmered with translucence in shades of pinks and turquoise. She opened her snout, burped out a tiny, noxious cloud, and flashed her wings.

      “I’ve been in Ukraine,” I said, by way of beginning to explain my absence, “and that is Willa Vitryenko. She’s my sister.”

      Her claws couldn’t find purchase on the smooth marble floor. I crouched and gently put my arm around her neck. Her heart was beating hard. She was afraid on the inside, and fearless on the outside, and in that moment, I knew I loved her—and that I had to protect her.

      I kept one hand on Willa’s head as I straightened my legs. “I’m going to take my sister to one of the guest rooms so she can bathe and change her clothes, and then I’m going to do the same. We’ll meet you for a drink before dinner and I will fill you in on everything that’s happened since I left here last Sunday.”

      They nodded in tandem and didn’t speak. I picked up my pack and gestured to the hall. “C’mon, Willa. Let me show you to your room.”

      My sister clattered behind me, butting me with her snout. I couldn’t stop grinning.

      

      Once Willa shifted and was settled in the bathtub overflowing with bubbles, she insisted I sit on the other side of the closed door to act as her protector and to give her someone to talk to. I delighted in enabling her inner princess and let her boss me around.

      “Priya is adorable and I want to be her friend. I’m glad she has Kunal. And I think Elijah is probably a very nice man, but Audrey is scary. Has she always been like that, Yakov?”

      I wrapped my arms around my knees and considered the question. “She’s always been my mother, and sometimes moms can look scary.”

      “My mom scares me too, every time she turns into a tree. I’m still not used to it and I always think she’ll never be able to get unstuck and I’ll have to travel to France whenever I want to talk to her.”

      “When’s the next time you see her?”

      “She turns at the solstice.”

      I pondered if there was a way I could get Willa to France for a visit with her mother before I turned myself over to Striža. Late December’s calendar was getting crowded. Willa turned off the faucet, and I heard a soft knock at the guest suite’s main door.

      “Come in.”

      My mother entered, bearing a very large bag from the children’s shop spawned by one of her go-to boutiques. “I asked Gloria to pick out a few things and run them over.”

      “Please thank her for me.” I reached for the handles and set the bag on the floor between me and the bathroom door.

      Audrey nodded crisply and examined her nails. “We have a lot to talk about, Jonathan.”

      “Yes, we do,” I agreed.

      She stared at the bathroom door before she turned to go. “We’ll see you and the girl at six.”

      “Mom, the girl’s name is Willa. And which one of you is cooking tonight?” Both parents were good at charring meat and had zero aptitude for preparing vegetables.

      “We’ve ordered in. Willa looks like she could eat a bear.”

      I winced. “She’s a vegetarian.”

      “Glass dragons generally are. I was speaking figuratively and ordered accordingly.” She closed the door. My mother’s ability to notice things, and act with kindness and generosity, occasionally floored me. This was one of those occasions.

      “Yakov? Did you have time to wash my clothes?”

      I smacked my forehead. I’d forgotten I’d offered to do that for my sister. “No, but I’ve got something better. There’s a bag from Audrey outside your door. I’m closing my eyes.”

      Before I could close them all the way, an arm pinkened by hot water and slathered in bubbles slipped between the door and the frame, grabbed the bag’s handles, and disappeared. A high-pitched squeal, made more intense by tiled walls, issued from the bathroom. “Oh my Goddess, this is amazing!”

      I grinned. I couldn’t wait to show Willa my stash of jewelry. She’d find it better than dolls or whatever it was young dragon shifters liked to play with. Though on second thought, I had a hard time picturing Willa at play.

      “Are you going to change for dinner too?” she shouted.

      “Yes, I am. But I wanted to wait to go upstairs until you were finished with your bath.”

      “I’m almost ready.”

      “Take all the time you need.” I was content to sit in the low light and savor being home.

      Willa emerged wearing stretchy, washed denim jeans paired with a sweater that hung to mid-thigh. Her hot pink ankle boots came with a small heel and charms dangling from the zippers. She handed me the brand-new hair brush she pulled from the shopping bag.

      “Will you help me? I haven’t brushed my hair in a long time.”

      “Did you use the conditioner?”

      She tucked her chin and shook her head. “I got confused at all the directions. I can speak English, but I can’t read it very well.”

      “That’s okay.” I gathered a handful of Willa’s hair, right at her nape, and started to brush the bottom few inches. After working patiently, section by section and with a minimum of pain, she was good to go.

      “Do you know how to make braids, Yakov?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t,” I said. “But I’m sure we can find a video that’ll teach me. C’mon, I’ll show you my aerie.”

      Willa walked with me up the marble stairs to the fourth floor, down the hall where I’d followed Elodie, and into the spotless foyer. I pointed out which staircase was mine, and sent her out to explore the rooftop while I showered. Following her casual look, I dressed in jeans, a fisherman’s knit sweater, and comfortable slippers that didn’t hurt my wounded feet.

      Once I passed Willa’s inspection, she held onto my sweater and made me stop before I opened the door to the fourth floor.

      “Are you ready?” I whispered.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be. I was scared at first. I’m not scared now.”

      

      The four of us gathered in the library, which also served as Eli’s office. He doted on Willa, showing her the non-alcoholic options on his drink tray. Together they concocted something shaken with lots of ice and pineapple juice and topped with a paper parasol. My father handed me my usual Scotch.

      Willa wanted to know about my father’s collection of swords, housed in glass display boxes and in his vault. He delighted in showing off his favorites. My mother and I made ourselves awkwardly comfortable on opposite ends of the big leather couch facing the fireplace. I barreled into the conversation we needed to have even as I listened to Eli recite stories I knew by heart about each sword’s history.

      “I met my biological father. His name is Vitri, and he’s the self-styled dragon king. And that Representative sent in his place, Casimir? He’s Vitri’s firstborn son.”

      My mother sucked in a breath, quickly bringing her wine glass to her mouth and draining half its contents. She wasn’t a guzzler, and she really wasn’t doing a very good job at acting completely surprised. I’d learned early on to keep my eyes on her neck frills. They had pulsed at the mention of the dragon king’s name.

      “How long have you known?” I asked. I would push at my mother as long as I could. Appearances meant a lot to her and she would hesitate to make a scene while Willa was within hearing distance.

      “How long have we known about Vitri, or how long have we known he was your father?”

      “Both.”

      “Elijah and I have known Vitri for a very long time.”

      The care my mother was taking with her answers set me on edge. “Do you know my mother?”

      “Lillika,” she whispered, paling. Her gaze wavered. She stared at her glass as though she could cajole it into filling itself. “We know your mother. She—” Audrey downed the last of her cabernet. “I promise we’ll speak of your mother later, after Willa goes to bed.”

      Know, not knew. I caught that slip. I stuck two fingers into my Scotch and fished out the maraschino cherry Willa insisted on adding. I popped the over-sweetened fruit into my mouth, tugged on the stem, and took my time chewing and swallowing.

      “Vitri’s other son tried to kill me.” I shook the stem at my mother. “What’s that called? Fratricide?”

      Audrey’s fingers tightened on the stem of her glass. She seemed genuinely startled by my revelation. Her frills curled inward to protect her neck. Confirmation. “Where did this happen?”

      I smoothly stood to standing and stepped around the couch. “On the rocks above a canyon in Ukraine. Let me get you more wine.”

      “Ask your father for the bottle.”

      I returned with a freshly uncorked cabernet and refilled her glass. “Casimir lured me to a specific spot by pretending to be Vitri. We fought. He won, sort of, by pushing me off the cliff. I thought I was dead.”

      “How is it that you are sitting here?” Her hands shook. She set her glass on the side table and smoothed her skirt over her knees.

      “Ural owl shifters were hunting in the valley. They caught me. A veela healed me.”

      “A veela healed you.” The red in her neck frills deepened to near black, which meant she was freaking out. I had to wonder if my mother even knew she had so many tells.

      “Her name is Striža, and as of the coming winter solstice, I will be in her service for one year.”

      “Striža.” My mother swallowed hard and briefly pressed the side of her finger underneath each eye. “Then we have to move fast. We’ll have dinner together. I’ll ask your fa— I’ll ask Eli to entertain your sister. I have things to show you.”

      

      Dinner flew by. Willa barely stopped chattering, starting with a comment about having so many stairs to climb to get from the guest suite up to the library, and back down again to the more informal family dining room. I had rarely seen my father so animated. When the question of dessert came up, he offered to take her out for whatever she wanted.

      “Even ice cream?” she asked.

      “Especially ice cream,” he said.

      “Willa, is it okay with you if I stay here? My mom and I have a lot to talk about.”

      My sister crooked her finger at me and whispered in my ear. “Do you have the charm I gave you? You can use it to reach me just like I can use my half to reach you.”

      I tapped the silver necklace underneath my shirt. “I have it. Eli’s been a good dad to me. I know he’ll take good care of you.”

      “If he doesn’t, I can always fly away.”

      I was sure she could.

      While Willa and I whispered back and forth, Audrey and Eli discussed something else. I waited for them to finish before I stood and pulled Willa’s chair away from the table. Eli met my gaze first. “There are things you need to know about the art we collect and the artists we support. Your mother is taking you to the second floor. We’ll meet you back here once we’ve procured dessert.”

      He turned to Willa. “Perhaps you and I can agree on a movie to watch later.”

      “I like that idea.” She beamed at Eli. The man was a goner. If he wasn’t careful, he’d own an ice cream machine by the end of their outing and have multiple subscriptions to on-demand streaming services.

      “Darling, did you happen to purchase a jacket for our guest?” he asked, glancing over at Audrey.

      “You’ll find another shopping bag in the foyer.”

      The four of us left the informal dining room for the third-floor elevator. Willa zipped herself into a puffy coat and jammed a knit hat popping with flowers onto her head. As soon as the doors slid closed behind her and Eli, my mother brushed her hand over my arm.

      “Are you ready?” she asked, still staring at the wall.

      Was I ready? was the theme of my twenty-ninth year. “Should I grab a weapon?”

      “No, there’s no need to arm yourself.”

      I begged to differ. The way the past week had gone, there was every need to armor myself, but I wasn’t going to nitpick.
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      My mother’s arms hung at her sides. From where I stood, I could see her thumbs at work, twirling her rings flick, flick, flick.

      “Mom?” A good three or four minutes had passed since Eli and Willa left.

      “I’ve both dreaded and looked forward to this day for over twenty years.” She spun to face me. She’d given up any pretense of hiding her draconic reactions. Her neck ruffs burst into a full-on crimson collar that would have suited the first Queen Elizabeth.

      “I’ve dreaded this moment,” she continued, “because it means showing you things Eli and I chose to keep secret, knowing there was a chance you would never forgive us for not showing you sooner.”

      “And you’re looking forward because—” I prompted.

      “Because your birthday party and your unexpected trip to Ukraine have set things in motion and it’s become imperative that you know everything.” Audrey swept by me and strode down the hall running the length of the building, her heels marking the distance with metronomic precision. She stopped at the bottom of the grand interior staircase connecting the third and fourth floors.

      “Can you sense the hidden door?” she asked.

      “No, I can’t sense any magic.” My palms started to sweat. I reached for my ear cuffs and decided to leave them on. The combination of the prescience, and whatever my mother had in store, could send me into an emotional spiral. I’d reach for my magic if I needed it. “And what’s been set into motion?”

      “The reclamation project that has been waiting for you to be ready.”

      “What reclamation project?”

      She ignored my questions, walked behind the left side of the curved stairs, and pressed her palm against a section of trompe l’oeil wall. A panel slid open. Recessed lights illuminated a hidden stairwell. I followed her down, my fingers clenching and unclenching with each step.

      Was this the big reveal? Was I about to be shown my life’s purpose, sent on a quest, or a rescue mission? My mind reeled with possibilities.

      My mother paused when she reached a carpeted landing. Dead ahead, we faced a keypad, a retinal scanner, and a modern, reinforced glass door. On the other side of that, a brightly lit hall bisected the second floor. Studios set aside for visiting artists fronted Park Avenue to my right. Small efficiency apartments where the artists could stay faced the inner courtyard to the left.

      At least, that’s what I’d been told, and that’s what architectural drawings and HVA schematics of the building showed. I’d never actually visited the second floor. The wards my magic bumped up against the night of my birthday were there to do more than simply keep me out; they had completely redirected my curiosity.

      “You’ve never been very curious about what goes on down here, have you?” she asked.

      “Now that you mention it, no.”

      “That means the wards we set up before you arrived have been doing their job too.”

      And there it was. Confirmation. “Wow, that’s great, Mom.”

      She ignored my sarcastic tone, mounted the low footstool, and brought her face close to the retinal scanner sitting flush with the wall. The mechanism beeped. She stepped down and said, “Your turn.”

      I received the same affirmative beep. Locking mechanisms inside the wall released the door. My mother took hold of the handle and pulled. Fragrant incense, ambient trance music, and soft white walls with a pale pink undertone created an oasis of calm. Thickly padded carpet cushioned our feet.

      “What’s the real story about the second floor?” The glass door closed against my back and I hesitated. Much like the magic protecting the spiral cave, the wards wrapping my chest and throat took some getting used to.

      “Your fa-, I mean Eli—”

      “Mom, stop. Eli’s my dad and you’re my mom. That hasn’t changed.” My emotions might have been in turmoil, but turmoil was a far cry from outright rejection.

      “And you will always be our son. Always.” She squared her shoulders and straightened her spine. “Follow me.”

      A five-foot-high panel of frosted glass centered the door to each studio. The doors to the apartments were metal, and each had their own locking mechanism and security system.

      Audrey brushed her fingers across the first door on the left. I shaded my eyes and peered into the door opposite. Light from streetlamps created two hazy rectangles along the far wall. I couldn’t make out any of the ghostly shapes within.

      “Everyone knows your father and I collect art. The gallery on the ground floor is a legitimate business, and most of the paintings and sculptures on the third and fourth floors were acquired from artists we know, or knew, personally.

      “The artists who work within these studios create pieces imbued with magic. This studio belongs to a printmaker,” she said, tapping the glass by my forehead before continuing down the hall. “The second is set up for a ceramicist. The third studio belongs to a weaver, and the fourth is jeweler’s studio.”

      A reception area at the far end, furnished with Danish modern chairs, ottomans, two low tables and potted citrus trees completed the tour. Audrey opted to ensconce herself in one of the wingback chairs. She fussed with her skirt, another tell, and invited me to sit.

      “Elijah and I are the Protectors of the power objects made within these walls.” She shifted to face me. “However, our first priority has been, and will always be, protecting those who create the objects. The very wards that have kept you out, have kept others out as well. We had to include you in those who could not know until it was determined you were ready.”

      I recalled the Protector of the Skyland Realm’s whispered words as he gifted me the wind rose. “And is Caelum one of those who will be training me for whatever this reclamation project entails, now that it appears I’m ‘ready’?”

      Audrey flared her nostrils and subtly widened her eyes. “Yes. Caelum is to be trusted.”

      “Does that means there are Protectors you don’t trust?”

      “Yes. Let me finish.” More skirt-smoothing, which meant she was talking off a script. “By limiting knowledge of the creators’ whereabouts, we have kept the Augury, the Oracle, the Weaver, and the Alchemist safe.”

      “Who or what are those four artists and why do they need to be kept safe?”

      Audrey started in with the ring flicking again. “You know the Alchemist, Freimund Ertz. He keeps the jewelry he crafts for mundanes in his shop in the diamond district. The objects he makes for Magicals are created in the studio he keeps here. We house them in our safe until it is time to for their new owner to pick them up. The processes Freimund employs in his alchemical work make him very vulnerable to being attacked, or kidnapped, which is why we offered him sanctuary here.”

      Audrey cleared her throat. I filled two glasses from the water cooler and set them on the table between us.

      “We rarely see the Weaver,” she continued. “Though sometimes she surprises us by showing up for dinner. Her pieces can take months to complete.

      “Unlike the others, the Oracle—the ceramicist—approached us. In the past, her grip on reality was rather tenuous and she would go days without eating. She petitioned us to house her when she felt a vision coming on, and after a while it simply became easier for her to live here full time so we could monitor her. Now, Cook brings her meals.”

      The woman who’d been cooking for my parents for years when I arrived and who still ruled the ovens, stoves, and grills was a kitchen witch named Cecile. My mother never called her by her given name. I did. “And you trust Cecile to keep this secret?”

      “The wards scramble her memory every time she leaves the second floor.” Audrey noticed how much that disturbed me. “Cook asked that we do that for her own protection. And I will tell you right now that we have never, ever considered messing with your memories. Never.”

      I had to pause for a moment to let that sink in, that I could be simultaneously grateful my mind hadn’t been messed with—and horrified either parent would even consider it an option for their child.

      “So what does the Oracle create out of clay?”

      “Fetishes and other small objects. Even before we brought you here, she saw you coming to us. You, an adorable little boy dragon.”

      “Did she see me fly?” I asked, propping my elbows on my knees and leaning forward. I found myself thinking, please, please, say yes.

      Audrey shook her head, dashing that hope. “Every time she shaped you out of clay, she shaped a pair of wings, and always the wings fell apart.”

      I studied my shoes.

      “Always, Yakov, until earlier this year.”

      “And then what?” I shifted my gaze to my mother’s abnormally pale features, and noted she’d slipped into calling me Yakov.

      “The wings stopped breaking. She made a figure of you, and a set of wings, and though she could not attach the wings to your back, the wings did not break.”

      She paused for more water. I recalled the voice inside the spiral cave granting me my wish for wings. And Striža’s confidence that she’d be able to help too. News of the Oracle’s recent revelation boosted my hope.

      “Elijah and I took that as a sign. Which is why we wanted to go all out for your birthday and celebrate you and the changes the Oracle says are coming. You’ve showed so little interest in pursuing the mating bond or even dating. Your father and I thought we could help the situation by exposing you to more dragons.”

      “Who did you and Dad chase off the roof when I was helping Ignat with the orbs? You said it was someone who wanted to rebuild a friendship and renew an alliance.”

      My mother’s chest rose and fell with the effort it took to keep herself calm, and her dragoness from taking over and torching the sitting area. “At first, we thought it was Vitri hiding in the cloud. We were…shocked, absolutely shocked when we saw it was Casimir. The two of them could be twins in terms of their size and their magical signature. Eli and I were completely fooled.”

      That explained, at least partially, how Casimir mimicked Vitri’s voice and the stuttered movements of the weakened dragon king’s wings as he rose up from the canyon in Ukraine.

      “Tell me about Vitri.”

      Audrey shot to her feet and paced around the chairs before coming to a stop with her back to me.

      “Vitri is my brother.”

      An icy layer of self-control sheathed my entire body. I conjured up a mental picture of the last time I’d seen Vitri on the altar in the spiral cave, naked, frail, vulnerable, and freshly washed by my own hands. Everything about him was gray with rot, while everything about his sister—my adoptive mother, my aunt—burned with the fire of self-assurance, of life.

      Sitting there, facing her rigid back, I recalled how after I’d washed Vitri, I’d felt strangely neutral about the man. I’d never felt neutral about Audrey. I had feared her at times, as I told Willa, but I’d known I belonged to her and Eli within the first hour of our adoption meeting at the orphanage.

      Listening to her speak about the secrets she and Eli kept went against what I wanted to believe about the two of them. I could understand why they hadn’t shared their secrets when I was a kid, but I’d been a mostly-responsible adult for years now.

      I deserved to know everything. “Vitri is your brother. Which technically makes you my aunt. Has he always been a greedy son of bitch?”

      Audrey’s shoulders dropped a barely perceptible inch.

      “No, not always. But he was a spoiled only child for over two hundred years before I came along. Me, the long-awaited little girl.” She pivoted, managing to find and hold my gaze though it looked like she would prefer to demolish the nearest wall. “Vitri was a very cruel brother. When Elijah showed up as a possible suitor, and it seemed we would share a mating bond, I left my parents’ home even though I wasn’t of age.

      “I was lucky Elijah Winslow was, is, and will always be, a consummate gentleman.”

      I tried to rise and couldn’t for the concrete filling my legs. I had to swallow a few times to keep my voice from breaking as I asked my next question. “And what do you know about my mother?”

      “Your mother is a dragon. And she’s an artist.” Audrey raised her arm and pointed down the hall. “Lillika is the Augury.”

      I’d stood where Lillika, where my mother, had stood before walking between her studio and her apartment. My mother, who I’d had to stop waiting for during my years at the orphanage, lived in the same building as me.

      “Why didn’t you just say that when you pointed out her studio?” A preternatural calm settled inside me. “And when can I see her?”

      “You can’t see your mother right now. She’s the Augury, and she’s gone missing.”

      Icy fingers replaced my ribs and laced a crushing hold on my heart. “My biological father is your brother, my mother has been living here without me being told, and on top of all that, she’s missing. Remind me again why this was all a need-to-know basis and you stuck me in the doesn’t-need-to-know column?”

      “It’s so much more complicated than that, Yakov.”

      I squeezed my head in my hands. Audrey didn’t move. When I felt ready to speak, I loosened my grip and raised my head. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s so damn complicated about telling me the truth.”

      “Eli and Willa are back. We should join them. I promise to tell you the rest after your sister’s asleep.”

      

      I shook off the state I was in on the way upstairs. In the third floor “family” kitchen, Elijah and Willa had opened pints of assorted ice creams and containers of toppings on the worn and dented table. Willa tied on an apron and made me sit so she could take my order. I asked for a big scoop of mint chocolate chip, drowned in the hot fudge sauce warming on the stove.

      Once all four bowls had been emptied and the remnants of the grand mess admired and commented on, Audrey looked to me. “We should probably all head to bed. There’s a lot to do tomorrow. If it’s alright with Willa, she can stay in the guest room near our suite. She’ll be safe.”

      “Willa?”

      My sister patted her distended belly. “I would like that very much.”

      “Then let’s go tuck you in.”

      

      I paced the foyer’s marble floor before parking myself by the trompe l’oeil panel hiding the stairwell to the second floor.

      “Willa is the sweetest girl.”

      Audrey’s neck ruffs and perma-scowl were gone. In their place was the soft smile of someone who’d been drawn into a child’s magical orbit. She opened the painted panel, and the door leading to the artists’ apartments and studios, and stopped.

      “So this my mother’s studio.”

      “Yes, it is.” She rested her forehead on the glass, much like I had.

      “When did you last see her?”

      Audrey lifted her head away. Her fingers stayed splayed against the white frame. “I don’t remember. Perhaps ten, twelve months ago? It took years for her wings to repair and once she was able to fly again, she hated to feel like we were coddling her. We got used to her comings and goings, but she’s never been gone this long.”

      “Please open the door.”

      Her fingers curled into a loose fist and her thumb sought the biggest of her rings. “I don’t think I can.”

      “You can, Mom, and you will.” Lying was proving to be a hard habit for her to break. “You owe me so much more than an explanation and right now, you’re coddling me. I can handle knowing the truth.”

      Her shoulders sagged. “You’re right. I set the lock to respond to your eyes. You don’t need me to use it.”

      I activated the retinal scanner and heard a click. A light just inside the door snapped on. I curled my fingers around the handle and searched for a remnant, any remnant, of my mother’s magic. If she’d been gone upwards of a year, maybe that was too much to ask. I pried off the ear cuffs and dropped them in my pocket.

      I wanted to feel it all.

      Giving the door a push, I set one foot and the other into the printmaking studio. Awed, hesitant, and aware of the prescience holding its breath, I immediately looked up. Because Auguries watched the skies, and being an Augury, Lillika would have looked up. Flocks of origami animals strung on ribbons and strings hung from the fifteen-foot ceiling.

      Audrey entered after me and the combined movement of our bodies sent a wave of air moving through the room, stirring the paper figures into motion.

      A few hung low enough to brush my shoulders and head. Audrey crossed in front of me, to the bank of switches, and turned on more lights. The hulking, shadowy shapes I’d seen through the frosted glass turned into large cabinets with wide, narrow drawers for storing papers and finished prints.

      The strings and delicate ribbons pinned to the ceiling were a myriad of colors, as were the papers Lillika used to create the figures.

      “Do you want to sit down?” Audrey asked.

      “No.”

      “Are you ready to listen to what I know of your mother’s story?”

      I leaned against a worktable. Handmade ceramic containers held colored pencils, paintbrushes, and tools to carve wood and linoleum. More art supplies filled a row of high shelves. My fingers itched to open the sketchbooks stacked near my elbow, and poke through objects my mother left in a trio of little bowls.

      “Yes.” Instead of spreading through the room and poking into corners, my magic clung to me like a second skin.

      “Vitri managed to hide his cruel streak during the months he spent courting your mother. I began to think Lillika’s presence might put an end to my brother’s behavior. He brought her to live with him in one of his lairs in the underland. From what she said, he’d had the lair remodeled with skylights built from crystal so fine she could see the sky.”

      Audrey looked up, as if noticing the room-sized mobile for the first time. “Auguries are driven to watch the sky for birds and wing-gifted omens. Lillika said she never felt claustrophobic. At least, not at first. It wasn’t until she knew she was pregnant with you, and shared the news with Vitri, that his ugly side began to take over.

      “He insisted your mother shift into her dragon form in her tenth month and stay that way, in her nest, until she birthed him an egg. He didn’t want her to give birth to a baby because he knew there was a greater chance she could escape his lair in her human form. Even worse, he insisted the witch he’d kept at his side since his former wife’s death—the wife who mothered Casimir—would be the birth attendant, even though Lilli asked specifically that I act as her doula.”

      Audrey’s voice caught in her throat. “Lilli was my friend. And my brother was a beast. Things improved when Vitri saw what a healthy baby you were, and he was thrilled to have another son. Casimir rarely visited, until he declared his intention to move in to be closer to his family. He took the lair next to Vitri’s personal quarters. It was rumored the witch, Elodie, shared his bed.”

      Pavel had voiced the same rumor without naming the witch.

      “Did you say Elodie?” I interrupted, and when Audrey nodded, I asked, “Did you know Elodie was at my party? She came with Casimir and introduced herself to me as his assistant.”

      “That witch was in my house?” Horror washed across her face.

      Not only was Elodie in Audrey’s house, she’d come here to seduce me.

      “Yes, she was.” I didn’t want to think or talk about Elodie and Casimir in Lillika’s studio. “When did things get bad between Vitri and my mother?”

      “Lillika craved sunshine. She needed access to the sky, from dawn to dusk, any time the birds and bats were lively. Because of Vitri’s absolute hold over her, she would go weeks and weeks without being able to leave the deeper lairs of the underland. She told me she thought she was losing her magic and her mind.

      “I brought my concerns to that…to Elodie. She assured me Lilli’s response was due to post-natal depression and hormonal imbalances and because I’d never given birth, I took what she said at face value.”

      Audrey grimaced. “I should never have done that. I should have believed Lillika, and I should have acted faster.

      “A day came when your mother could no longer take living underground in either human or dragon form. Vitri knew she was getting desperate and had taken to locking her up. Only, one night, either he forgot or someone helped her. She took you from your crib, wrapped you in whatever she could grab, and fled with nothing more than the clothes on her back.

      “She made it through the tunnels connecting the lairs and when Vitri realized the two of you were missing, he chased her. Casimir joined him. Lilli made it to the mouth of the cave. She shifted, grabbed you within her talons, and took off. Vitri and Casimir went after her, attacking her weakened wings, and she faltered.

      “She dropped you as she made a low pass over a river. It was Casimir, not Vitri, who continued to chase her. He never let up until they reached the border of the Black Sea and Lilli plummeted to the water. She was found in her human form, naked, bruised, half-drowned, by a group of tourists who had rented a boat. They brought her to a small hospital on the Romanian coast where she gave the nurse our names. Eli and I were there within hours.”

      Audrey looked across her personal, hellish chasm at me. I was fighting to take it all in, to imagine the horrors my mother had lived through. All of it strengthening my resolve to go after Casimir and Elodie.

      “She was so broken. Broken beyond repair, when it got back to us that Vitri hadn’t been able to find you. He rampaged through the Carpathians and along the coast of the Black Sea for weeks and weeks, searching for you. I brought Lillika here. Eli stayed in Romania and used his connections to find you and place you in the orphanage where you would be safe. When the moment was right, when Vitri was fully distracted, we brought you home.”

      I had to cross my arms and tuck my hands into my armpits to keep from grabbing Audrey and shaking her. Did she and Eli really think it was a good idea to keep Lillika and I apart for so long? “And my mother never asked to see me, never wanted to see me?”

      “Oh, Yakov. Holding you again is the only thing she has ever wanted. Her guilt over dropping you, over losing you overrode maternal instinct. She blames herself for so many things, and she’s convinced the injuries you sustained in the fall did something to inhibit the development of your wings.”

      That fall explained so much. “But why didn’t she—”

      Audrey raised her palms and shook her head. “Put yourself in her position. Emotional and psychological abuse can leave horrific scars. We can’t always see those scars, and some of us can never figure out how to forgive ourselves for being victims. Especially when our victimhood causes us to inflict damage on those we love.”

      I didn’t say a thing. I was emotionally saturated.

      “I need to be alone.”
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      Audrey slipped out of Lillika’s studio quietly after letting me know the doors locked automatically and that she’d adjusted the scanners so I could access the second floor and my mother’s studio any time I wanted. I pulled a stool over to a section of origami dragons, stepped up onto the seat, and absorbed the sensation of standing among Lillika’s creations.

      I could pull up no memories of the feel of her hands, but it soothed me to know she had pressed every fold required to create a three-dimensional dragon out of a flat piece of paper.

      Reaching as high as I could, I tugged on a strand of red and white twine, freeing one of the dragons from the ceiling. It was possible Lillika had sent the envelope to me or engaged someone to send it from Ukraine. Which meant I had to rethink everything I knew, or thought I knew, about Pavel.

      It was possible Lillika was the dragon who punctured the wards above the roof with her claws. She lived here; her presence wouldn’t have triggered the alarms. And if she had the mental wherewithal and physical strength to figure out how to reach out to me without endangering herself, I could and would do everything in my power to find her, forgive her, and bring her into my life.

      Missing pieces were worth finding, and worth even more when you could get them to fit back where they belonged. I stayed in the printmaking studio, absorbing whispers of Lillika’s presence, until I was ready for sleep.

      

      The next morning, Audrey and Willa left for a shopping expedition after a waffle breakfast. Eli retreated to his office, and I spent the first part of the morning doing practical things, like washing my sheets and vacuuming my aerie. My parents could take the boy out of the orphanage; they couldn’t take the regimen of chores out of the boy, especially when it aided me in sorting out my head and planning for my return to Ukraine.

      I called Cat and we set up our meeting for eleven. She was the only other Magical keyed to the wards inside my aerie. Still, she knocked softly before letting herself in. I was at my worktable and waved her over.

      I had laid out what I’d kept from the padded mailer: the towel, two of the teeth, and the original origami dragon. I added the paper dragon I’d taken from Lillika’s studio, the silver necklace with the charms given to me by the Protectors, Striža’s white feather, and the pouch with the dragon scale off Elodie’s dress and the silver drops—which the housekeepers had found in my tux pants.

      “What can you tell me about these things?” I asked.

      “And good morning to you, too, Catriona. Thank you so much for getting your ass out of your warm bed—you know, the one with the naked Argentinian jaguar shifter in it—and hauling it over here on public transportation. Can I get you anything to eat or drink?”

      Cat leaned back in the more comfortable of the two chairs and crossed her arms.

      Fuck. She was right to be annoyed. I shot into my kitchen and lifted the phone to reach Cecile. “Do you want oat milk or cow’s milk in your coffee? And would waffles be okay, or—”

      “Oat milk. Two waffles. And I like my maple syrup heated.”

      I placed Cat’s order. While we waited, she stood at my desk and contemplated every object I’d placed there. The door buzzed. I darted downstairs, grabbed the loaded tray from Cecile’s helper, and brought Catriona her brunch. “Food’s hot.”

      Cat sat to eat and continued to assess everything I had laid out. “There’s interesting magic happening on some of those things. Do you want my impressions first, or do you want to give me the stories?”

      “I think I’d like to hear what you have to say without bias.”

      “That little towel and the teeth are yours. The embroidery around the border of the towel is a protective spell, likely put there by a molfar.” She cut another chunk of waffle and soaked it in syrup before popping it in her mouth.

      “Molfars are shamans?”

      She nodded and swallowed. “Mm-hmm, particular to Ukraine. That little piece of fabric holds the remnants of very old school protective spells.”

      “What else?”

      “Those charms are a mix of malevolent and beneficial magics. One might be a hidden plea for your help getting their soul back.”

      I pointed to the rock Casimir bestowed on me. “Does this one have malevolent magic?”

      She shook her head. “That’s just a rock. See that one that looks like an opal? I’m pretty sure that’s a section of soulstone. There’s a dead Magical out there whose ghost will never rest until the pieces of their soulstone are reunited.”

      A sudden sensation of cold crept up my spin. “How do I find the rest of the pieces?”

      “That’s a long, complicated spell and my waffle’s getting cold.”

      “Wouldn’t want that to happen. Oh, what do you know about blood witches and shadow magic?”

      “Goddess, Jake. I could have used a little more foreplay.” Cat pushed the tray away and rose. She came around my side of the desk, picked up the silver chain, and removed all the charms. She laid everything out in a straight line and began to rearrange the order. “Witches who choose to become blood witches are” —Cat rubbed her forehead and blew out a long breath– “Let’s just say they walk a fine line between shadow and light and almost every blood witch I’ve heard stories about eventually preferred life in the shadows.”

      “I met my biological father in Ukraine. He’s at the mercy of a blood witch.” I filled Cat in on all the details, starting from when I last saw her and Luciano the night of my party. By the time I reached the part where Casimir ambushed me and I thought I’d died, she’d started pacing the room.

      “Your family is fucked up, Jake. And blood witches are not to be fucked with.” She let out a nervous giggle. “Luciano’s been teaching me how to swear in Italian and Spanish so I could stop with all the fucks, but…fuuuck.”

      She walked away from the table and leaned her arms against the big windows facing the rooftop. I sipped my coffee and gave my friend time and space to consider what she wanted to say.

      “I know a blood witch.” She drummed her fingers on the glass and sighed loudly.

      “Can you put me in touch with them?”

      Cat tossed a look at me. “It’s my sister. The shadows haven’t swallowed Sebi, but it takes a lot to keep her in the light. A lot.” She left the bank of windows and walked toward me. “Y’know how I’ve saved your ass a few times?”

      At my grateful nod, she added, “Well, I’ve been saving Sebi from herself since that part of her magic started manifesting during her first menstrual cycle. The only way she’ll help you is if I go with you and I need at least a few hours to talk to Luc and weigh all the risks.”

      “Take the time you need. I want to leave for Kiev tomorrow by midday, and if this is too much for your sister or you, or too soon for you to decide, I respect that.” I stroked the edge of the feather and poked at the silver drops I removed from the magic-nullifying pouch. “Before you head out, can you tell me anything about these?”

      Cat rolled the drops underneath her fingertip. “Dragon tears. Very, very rare.”

      “I think they’re my mother’s.”

      “There’s big magic in those tears. Keep them close.”

      “And the feather?”

      “For that, I think you need an Augury.”

      

      Willa and Audrey were still out when I returned to the second floor and again entered my mother’s studio. Before I left for Ukraine, I wanted to see if there were any more clues hanging from the ceiling or placed elsewhere.

      I lay on the floor and looked up, much as I had on the roof, and marveled at the overall effect of my mother’s creations. Wanting to heighten the experience, I climbed on top of one of the worktables and lay down again. I swept my arm through the air, setting the origami creatures into motion.

      It was like being in the middle of a slow-motion murmuration and after a time, a couple of the figures stood out, including a bear—the only one that I could see—and a selection of owls folded from rice paper printed with a brown and white pattern.

      I tugged on the bear and the owls’ respective strings, figuring I’d add them to the dragon hanging in my window. The last figure to catch my eye was a large owl. My mother had used a mostly white paper with pale black chevrons and added yellow dots for eyes. This owl, and the other owls, and even the bear could have been completely random. I knew they were deliberate.

      Strings in one hand, I poked through the little bowls filled with pebbles, shells, feathers, and bits of broken jewelry. I picked up a familiar-looking piece of opal and took it to the window. The brighter light confirmed my initial suspicion. My hand shook as I lifted my palm and let the light stream through the milky soulstone.

      Picking a colored pencil from one of the ceramic vases, I wrote a note on a piece of scrap paper and left it in plain sight.

      Hi Mom.

      I borrowed the piece of soulstone to see if it matches one that was given to me.

      Love, Yasha

      

      While I was in the studio, Willa and Audrey returned from their retail expedition. My sister wanted to spread all of her loot on her bed and tell me about every piece. I told her I would be happy to listen to her stories about shopping after she came up to my aerie.

      “I need to show you a few things,” I said, linking my pinkie through hers.

      It’s a secret, isn’t it?

      Yes.

      I closed the door to my stairwell, and had Willa place her hand on the palm scanner as I entered her prints. I had her tand still while I did the same with the retinal scanner. “Once this finishes, you’ll be able to access my aerie whenever you want. The only other person who can do that is my friend, Catriona.”

      Willa followed me up the stairs. I described the wards Cat had added and pointed out the location of their anchor points. “You’ll be able to cross those too. Not even Eli or Audrey are allowed to cross the wards without my permission.”

      Closing the door behind us, I took Willa over to the glass wall behind my workout gear, showed her the panel and explained the hidden door and the slide.

      “I want to try it, Yakov.” She solemnly crossed her arms and assayed the set up. “It’s the only way I’ll get it right, you know.”

      “Then bring one of those chairs over here and I’ll show you.”

      She put every bit of muscle behind the task, pressed her hand to the mirror, and eep’d when the panel opened. “Now what do I do?”

      “Pretend Casimir’s after you.”

      She toed off her shoes, clutched them to her chest, and got to the edge of the slide. “Move,” she said. “You’re blocking the chair and I should kick it away before I let go.”

      I moved. She pushed the chair and whooshed out of sight. A very faint, “I made it” filtered up.

      “I’m coming down,” I yelled. I grabbed the chin-up bar, shot my legs through, and let go. My smart little sister had her back pressed against the wall farthest from the bottom of the slide, and she was grinning. “Did you figure out how to get back up?”

      “I go through that door to the garage and out to the street and either climb the fire escape or just walk through the front door.”

      “Excellent. There’s a third option. Look around.”

      “You mean that tiny ladder in the wall?” she squeaked. “You can’t be serious. My legs are so tired from shopping.”

      “You can ride on my shoulders.”

      The route back up was a tight squeeze. Willa kept a running commentary on my technique and told me a story about getting stuck one time in one of the tunnels connecting the caves in the underland. My arms were burning by the time we reached the aerie.

      “Are their more escape routes? And what about hidey holes?”

      I pointed to the windows facing the rooftop. “You can exit that door to reach the fire escape. Or if you ever want to talk to the gargoyles.”

      “And?”

      “And look.” I took hold of the platform underneath my mattress and lifted. The foot of the bed tilted up. I pressed it back down. “You try.”

      Willa copied my actions, and bounced on her feet as the mattress lifted. “Can I, can I?” she asked.

      “Go right ahead.”

      She got on her knees on the plywood, looped her finger through the brass pull, and lifted the hatch I’d cut into the platform. She set it aside, dropped to her belly, and looked inside. “I knew you’d have a hidey hole, Yakov. I knew it.”

      I joined her inside and showed her how to trigger the mechanism that would lower the mattress and lock it in place. I’d built the platform to accommodate me being able to lie comfortably on my side, or move around on my hands and knees.

      “There’s enough food and water to last at least three days.” I showed her the additional stash of cell phones, flashlights, batteries, and cash. “You could leave some clothes in here if you wanted,” I added.

      “This reminds me of the orphanage when we’d have to hide under the floorboards.” Willa curled in on herself and wrapped her arms around her knees. She couldn’t quite sit up straight, and she spoke, her voice was a whisper. “You’re leaving me here with Audrey and Eli, aren’t you?”

      “Yes. Are you okay with that?”

      She bobbed her head vigorously. “I’m mostly okay. Casimir scares me. You can’t let him kill you.”

      “I won’t.” I extended my arm and offered her my pinkie. She curled hers around mine and shook once. “Now, are you ready to meet my friend? She’s coming over to meet you and she’s bringing her familiar. She’s a big striped cat and her name is Oscar.”

      “Is Catriona going back with you?”

      “She is. She and her sister.” Two hours after she left the aerie, Cat had texted she was bringing Sebi over to hear my plan, discuss details, and make a list of the magical supplies she required.

      “Do you think she’d let me take care of her cat?”

      Willa’s grin was irresistible, as was the next ten minutes of her twelve-year-old logic. And when Cat knocked her foot against the side of the platform and said she could hear us from the elevator, Willa fumbled for the switch to raise the bed.

      “I hope she says yes,” she whispered to me before she opened the hatch.

      “I hope she does too.” Oscar and Willa could have their adventures while Cat, Sebi, the bear and lynx shifters, and I were off having ours.
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      Not only did Cat say yes to Willa caring for Oscar in her absence, she’d thought ahead and packed everything needed for the cat’s comfort. She offered to help my sister get Oscar’s litter box, food, and bed set up while Sebi and I introduced ourselves.

      “May I get you anything to eat or drink, Sebi?” Cat mentioned her sister so rarely, I’d forgotten she had one.

      “Until I invite you to use my nickname, call me Sebele.” The witch pulled a small pouch from a slightly larger pouch and handed it to me. “Steep one tablespoon of this elecampane root in a pot for four minutes. Do not use boiling water.”

      A nudge from the prescience urged patience. The blood witch was setting her boundaries, not being rude, and would reveal herself at her own pace. My job was to accommodate her methods. “Do you need to ask me any questions, or hold something of mine in your hands?”

      “I shall first make an ambit of the roof and then we shall sit inside and discuss my findings over tea.”

      Setting out a teapot and strainer on the counter, I kept one eye on the electric water kettle and the other eye on Sebele as she slowly explored the rooftop’s landing strip, potted trees, and outdoor seating area. Her dark brown braids were held back from her face by the same band of pavé diamonds Cat had worn to my party. I assumed the hairpiece was a bribe for joining us, or a down payment. There were plenty more diamonds and other gems where that had come from.

      Sebele stopped twice, at the rear-facing corners. She held the bars of the iron fence and appeared to speak with each gargoyle. When she walked back inside, she strode right to my worktable, pulled up my desk chair, and seated herself in front of the objects I’d earlier asked Cat to examine.

      “You have been marked by a witch who intends to do you harm.” Sebele poured herself a mug of tea from the pot I brought over. “Take off your shirt.”

      “Why?” My neck and cheeks heated with frustration. That witch had to be Elodie, and I struggled to remember where exactly she’d touched my bare skin.

      Sebele arched both eyebrows and crossed her legs, carefully balancing the mug on the armrest and reminding me she was the expert here. “Your lower lip is marked. Other than that, what I can see of your body is clean. However, I sense another Magical has also left their mark on your skin. Hence my need to see more.”

      She fluttered her free hand up and down. “The most logical places would be your spine and your chest.”

      I faced her from across the wide table and stripped off my shirt. She scanned my front, spun her finger and scanned my right side, then my left side, then had me face away.

      I heard her sip and swallow, sip and swallow, before she set the mug down and stood. “Come here where the light is better,” she said, padding across the aerie barefoot. The bottoms of her long tunic and wide-legged pants fluttered as she led me to the big windows. “Do I have permission to touch you?”

      Reflexively, I checked her fingernails and found them short and rounded. “Yes.”

      Sebele scanned the front of my torso, waved both hands across my pecs, and hmmd. “You were marked here, and your back, in your youth. Those scars are gone. Though the imprint will remain in the underlayers of your tissue.”

      “They’re wha—?” I tucked my chin and ran my fingers over the unblemished skin. The markings Pavel translated as “little,” “bear,” and “dragon” really were gone.

      The witch spun her finger in the air. I faced into the room. She tapped two spots to either side of my spine, near my shoulder blades. “Your vow to the orphans has been replaced, superseded actually, by a stronger and more binding vow to a” –she sucked in her breath and placed both hands on the two spots— “a veela. These marks are connected to the feather on the table.”

      “That makes sense. Striža the veela gave me one of her feathers as I gave her my vow.”

      “Did she mention you need a witch versed in blood-bindings to make the vow unbreakable?”

      “She did not.”

      “Hmm. I would interpret this to mean the veela has doubts the vow can be completed.”

      Sebele’s interpretation made me nervous. Did Striža think I wouldn’t come through for her? “Does she have doubts about me?”

      “That is not clear. Veelas are not a plentiful species of Magical and they tend to live, how to phrase this, action-filled lives. Anyway, these marks bind the two of you and are placed at the juncture of the primary wing joint. I think we can assume flying is in your future.”

      I swallowed hard, and had to look away, through the glass and beyond the tall iron railings, to what I could see of the sky.

      “These ones,” she said, tapping closer to the base of my neck and the back of my heart, “mark you at what are commonly referred to as chakras, seven wheels of energy. The first one sits at your perineum, the second at your sacrum. I don’t need to see either to know they are there. They are followed by the belly, the heart, and the base of your throat.” She felt around the back of my skull and the top of my head. “The last two are here and here. Do you recall receiving these marks?”

      “I believe those grant me access to the caves of the underlands.”

      “Excellent.”

      Cat’s voice echoed up through my private stairwell. She again tapped on the door before entering, noted my shirtless state, and kept talking on her phone. “I’m at Jake’s. We can talk about this later,” she said. “Don’t pack your bags yet. I gotta go. Love you. Ciao bello.”

      “‘Ciao bello’?” I asked. “Was that Luciano?”

      “Mm-hmm.” The way Cat pressed her lips together let me know that was all the news I was going to get. Something about what Luc said irritated her, and I didn’t like the reference to him packing his bags. “How’re we doing here? Is Sebi drinking her tea?”

      “Yes, Sebi is drinking her tea,” Sebele responded. “Jake brewed an entire teapot for me. I have investigated out there” –she waved her hand in the direction of the rooftop— “and now I am comparing the objects on the table with marks that have been made upon our dragon.”

      “Ooh, find anything interesting?”

      “Look here.” Sebele turned me to face the late afternoon light and pointed to my lip. “See that pale scar? A witch versed in blood magic bit him.”

      Cat’s forehead scrunched as she peered at my mouth. “Did Elodie lick the blood off, or blot it with a tissue or something?”

      “She licked it off,” I confessed, which made me remember a piece of this puzzle. “Give me a sec. I have something that might be relevant to knowing more about Elodie.”

      I thought I’d left my hurried sketch of the symbols lining the witch’s spine in the wooden tray in my closet. I found it and waved the card in the air before handing it to Sebele.

      “Dear Goddess.” She held the card by one corner and showed it to Cat. “How were you able to see these sigils? They are meant to be seen by the eyes of the binder only.”

      “I developed a pair of lenses that allows me to see auras. Cat’s got a pair too. What do the symbols mean?”

      “I will study them and confer with our other sister.” Sebele stared at the card again before she tucked it into one of her numerous pouches. “Could I have your permission to taste your blood?”

      I hesitated, because I didn’t know how she was planning to get the blood. I looked to Cat for reassurance. She could explain about the surprise sibling later. “Uh, how will you get it out of my body in order to taste it?”

      She laughed and batted her lashes at me. “I could nibble on your lips.”

      Cat snorted. “Sebi’s teasing, Jake. She uses medical grade lancets and either samples it directly or uses a collection tube.”

      I blushed hard. “You two are a regular comedy duo. Sebele, go ahead, taste my blood. What will it tell you?”

      “In the simplest terms, it gives me a baseline which I add to everything I store in here” –she tapped her tongue—“and up here.” She tapped the side of her head with two fingers.

      “C’mere, let’s get this done. Sebi always says the fresher the blood the better.” Cat seated me at the table, swabbed the pad of my finger with an alcohol wipe, and pricked the skin. She squeezed, wiped away the first drop, and squeezed again. Sebele flicked her tongue at the bright red drop of blood, asked Cat for one more, and licked again. She promptly sat down, leaned back, and smiled.

      “Mm, dragon blood.”

      “Does it taste at all caustic to you? Because when I’m in my dragon form, my blood can burn through scales and skin. It’s like an added weapon.”

      Sebele spoke with her eyes still closed. “On the Scoville scale, you’re up there with the Naga Viper. Remind me to sample your blood the next time you go dragon.”

      “Sebi, drink more tea, then give us your thoughts on the items on the table here.” Cat refilled the mug and placed it in her sister’s hands. The blood witch drank in long swallows. She seemed more present when she sat up, opened her eyes, and came to her feet.

      “I need the insight of my oracle bones.” She started to rearrange everything in a large circle—the baby towel, the original origami dragon, the dragon teeth, the half heart, and Lillika’s tears. The seven birthday charms, the dragon scale from Elodie’s dress, and the second piece of soulstone. Striža’s feather.

      “Cat. Candles.”

      “On it.” Cat pulled stubs of different colored candles from another pouch and put them into Sebele’s hands one at a time. The blood witch placed the candles on the table outside the circle of objects, and lit them from flames she conjured at her fingertips.

      “What else, my sister?”

      “My bones.” Cat loosened the strings on a black velvet pouch and placed it in Sebele’s cupped palms. “If you two would stand across the table from me, I shall begin my reading of this…situation.”

      Sebele raised both arms, held the bag of bones high over the table, and started to chant. Wanting to experience this ritual fully, I patted my ears to verify I didn’t have the ear cuffs on and searched for the prescience. I found it wrapped tightly around my torso. While Sebele continued her chanting, I flooded my magic with curiosity and asked for its help and insight.

      I’m not afraid like I used to be, I whispered, coaxing the prescience to expand with me. We were called back when the blood witch dropped her bones. I opened my eyes at the clatter to see Sebele leaning forward, hands planted on the table while ghostly fingers swirled above the circle of objects, directing the bones.

      “Show me,” she said. “Show me.”

      The fingers faded. The bones gradually stopped moving and settled. Sebele pulled a pair of eyeglasses from a pocket and put them on. “Cat. Take notes.”

      “Do you want my phone for that?” I asked, wanting to be helpful.

      “No, dragon. More impressions often come through for later contemplation when my words are written down.”

      “She brews the ink from her own blood and other ingredients,” Cat explained, pulling her chair in closer to the table. “I’m ready.”

      “The distant past is represented by the ashes given by Ojore. The ashes’ position in the circle suggest they are not relevant to the question at hand.” Sebele looked at me over the tops of her glasses. “You are holding your question in your mind?”

      “I am.” My question—questions—had crystallized in the past twenty-four hours. What did I need in order to find my mother? Could I fix my father? How could I make myself whole? And lastly, what more would I need to do to save the source of magic that fed a wide swath of the European continent?

      Piece of cake. Cake walk. Walk in the park. The clichéd phrases practically danced through my head.

      “Do you need to hear it?” I asked.

      “No. It is better if I don’t. Let us continue. The present is here.” She swept her hand over another section of the circle. “Your sister’s half of a heart is the innocence of a child and connects with the paper dragon, the towel, the tears, and the teeth. All of that,” she continued, “represents family. The bonds are strong and will support you in your endeavor.”

      Sebele drew her arms against her chest, her hands in soft fists, and worried at her lower lip. “I see I must amend my words. There are other strong familial bonds, built on a wholly different foundation. Over here is Casimir’s pebble. Though it lies within the embrace of the present, it is a diversion. Your half-brother’s contribution landed beside the dragon scale. Thus joined, the two represent an obstacle to family unity. And this cracked bit of crystal, a conch shell I believe, speaks to a spell. The charm likely broke the moment the spell was activated.”

      Casimir and Elodie’s connection made sense. Delphine’s gift, the shell, did not. Unless she aligned herself with my half-brother, his lover, and the dragon king.

      “Moving on. Caelum’s wind rose and Boreas’s clock hands hold the position of your allies. The soulstone pieces from the Protector of the Great Within and the Augury, and Striža’s feather, are your future.”

      “What about the sleeping figure?”

      Sebele chuckled. “Rest is Fiametta’s reward when all is done.”

      “So tell us the way forward, my sister.”

      Sebele sat heavily, and shook her head, sending her voluminous braids swishing across her back. “Jake needs my knowledge and my magic to defeat the blood witch.” She reached forward and pointed to the verdigris dragon scale. “There’s enough of her essence there to tell me she is old, she is powerful, and her appetites are voracious. There will be a high cost to pay for separating her from the dragon king, from her blood source, but it must be done.”

      Sebele suddenly reached for her mug and lifted it to her lips. Her hands shook and her face paled. “I need more tea. Now.”

      I rushed to fill the kettle, empty and refill the strainer, and pour the water over the crushed root as soon as it was hot enough. Cat rubbed her sister’s hands while the pungent tea steeped.

      “What else can I do?” I asked.

      “Pour it as soon as it’s ready. Sebi is speaking with the Ancestors. They draw closer when she is actively calling on her magic. If she sees too much or goes too far, they take her into their embrace until she is strong enough to return to her work.”

      Eyes closed, Sebele extended her arm to me. I handed over the refilled mug and watched as she inhaled the steam and sipped slowly.

      “I’m back,” she whispered, her voice husky with effort. “The Ancestors remind me I need to ask for their help before I am drained. They know what gets passed from one generation to the next and will do what they can to help me, help us avoid…”

      Sebele’s eyes fluttered open. “The Ancestors cannot keep swords from piercing my skin. For that, I need four warriors. Catriona, you will be one. Jake, you will be another. But we cannot go without two more. The bones have spoken.”

      My skin crawled as the reality of what waited for us in Ukraine sank into my body and unfurled through the prescience. Cat’s phone startled each of us out of our thoughts. Sebele moved to the edge of her seat and once again regarded the objects on the table. Cat answered the call, half twisting out of her chair. A heavy body banged against the other side of the aerie’s steel and wood door, and when Cat opened it, a magnificent jaguar entered the aerie. The feline purred loud enough I heard it from the other side of the room.

      “Luc, I told you—”

      The jaguar dropped the go-bag it held in its teeth and shifted in flashes of mostly amber light, depositing Luciano into our meeting. God-like in his nakedness, he quickly dressed in skin tight tactical gear, rubbed his hands together, and grinned at Cat.

      “Talk about perfect timing,” I said.

      “I might have told Luc about your family drama and needing a blood witch to go with us to Ukraine. He offered to join us. I told him it was your call to make. Yours and Sebele’s.”

      “Sebele?”

      “He can come.” Sebele reached across the table and picked up the wind rose. “You should know I may have summoned this one.”

      “Caelum. My mother said he’s a trustworthy dragon. He offered to train me.”

      “He will be my fourth, if he agrees.”

      Luc embraced Cat and brought her to the table. She quietly filled him in on the objects, and what her sister said about everything. I looked past them, to the outdoor lights coming on as night fell. The prescience watched with me.

      The protective wards flashed bright yellow three times, followed by a steady green. A glossy black dragon landed, drew its wings in tight, and transformed limb by limb.

      “Caelum’s here.” I pushed out of the chair and jogged to the outer door. “Welcome, Protector.”

      “I was summoned.” Coolly terrifying in his quarter form, he clasped both my upper arms, and smiled. “I got here as quickly as I could.”

      “I have chosen you to be my fourth warrior. Do you accept the summons?” At the dragon’s nod, Sebele joined us, followed by Cat and Luc. “If you are ready and willing, I will formalize our bond.”

      We each voiced our readiness. Sebele led us outside, withdrew a fat piece of chalk from her collection of pouches, and drew a large square in the middle of the landing strip. On each side of the square, she drew a symbol, and directed us onto those spots one at a time.

      Next, she enclosed us in a circle and retraced it three more times. Stepping into the center of the square, the witch had us clasp forearms with the one across from us, enclosing her in a tight box.

      “I am calling in the Ancestors.” Lifting her face to the sky, Sebele raised her arms, spread her fingers, and started to speak a roll call of names. The space behind us filled with Presence and as Sebele clicked her fingers, ashes rained down, filling the air outside the circle.

      Arms up, the witch fell against her sister, who passed her to Luc. He caught on, passed her to Caelum, and the Protector passed her to me. I gently pushed Sebele back into the center, and the four of us released our grips.

      “It is done.”

      Sebele bent to brush an opening in the chalk circle, stepped out, and swept her arm through the air. The ashes floated up, gathered into a cluster, and filled the pouch she held open.

      “Cat. I must sleep.”

      Cat wrapped her arm around her sister’s shoulders. “Jake, is my room available?”

      There were three guest suites on the third floor. Willa was ensconced in one. “It is. You can put Sebele in the connecting suite.”

      Cat nodded. “Let’s reconvene up here after I get my sister to bed. Luc, can you carry Sebi?”

      Luc picked Sebele up in his arms. Cat gathered their things. I reminded her each suite had a kettle and a mini-refrigerator and handed her the pouch with what was left of the dried tea.

      Caelum helped them with the doors and rejoined me on the roof.

      “Give me an hour to prepare my Representative to take over my duties to the Skyland Realm.” He shifted and flew off.

      Sunset lingered in pale streaks against the darkening sky. I couldn’t see any stars for all the city’s lights as I walked the inner perimeter, running my fingers along the evenly spaced iron bars. The curved ends, tipped with hammered arrowheads, spoke to the artistry of the blacksmiths who made them.

      I reached the gate that gave access to the fire escape and opened it. Ignoring the stairs, I stepped onto the narrow walkway between the wall of bars and the concrete mouldings on the edge of the roof for the very first time. With every step, my left hand searched for one of the bars. And with every step, my hammering heart acknowledged what I was doing.

      I looked straight ahead, and step by step, reached the northwest corner. I got down on my knees, rested my forearms on the low mouldings, and leaned forward. I had a close-up look at the gargoyle guarding this corner of the building and rubbed his head.

      And then I looked down, all the way down to the street. The prescience gave me a nudge.

      That wasn’t so hard, was it?

      Grinning, I brought my awareness to the second floor and passed through the wards. My mother’s studio and apartment were empty. The Oracle was meditating. And the Weaver was at her loom, completely absorbed in the rhythm of pressing the foot pedals that lifted the gold and red warp threads. She sent her shuttle left to right, right to left, weaving white, brown, silver, and black threads into her latest story.

      Straightening my legs, I took one last look around—and down.

      We finish this walk together.

      
        
        ***

      

      

      

      Thank you for reading PAPER DRAGON. I hope you’re as intrigued by Jake and his extended family as I am. The next book in the Shifters in the Underlands series continues his story as he and his cohorts return to Ukraine.

      

      You can preorder BLOOD DRAGON now (it releases on August 24, 2021).
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      BLOOD DRAGON/Chapter One

      

      We finish this walk together. Four unprotected stories below my feet, Saturday night’s vehicular traffic competed with the vibrations pummelling my eardrums. I should have gone inside after Catriona and the others left, shut off the lights, and headed to bed. The four of us had an early wake-up call and there was shit to pack and weapons to choose and other details to see to before we returned to Ukraine.

      Except, I had to complete this rooftop ambit and given the force of the hammering inside my ribcage I wondered how long I had before my heart gave out.

      I fumbled for one of the rigid bars of the protective iron fence, took another deep breath and blew it out. I was Jake Winslow, dragon shifter. I didn’t have wings yet, but in the past forty-eight hours I’d throttled down my fear of heights to a manageable three out of ten because I was a survivor. I’d lived through my dragon mother dropping me from her claws when I was barely a year old as she escaped her husband’s lair. More recently, I’d survived being pushed off a mountain ledge by my half-brother, Casimir.

      I had no plans to test my bounce-ability on the concrete sidewalks. Tonight’s walk was a solitary victory lap over a lifetime of being afraid to go out on a limb. Literally.

      I paused at the southwest corner of the building and copied the decorative stone gargoyle’s crouch. Magic settled around my shoulders and head like my personal fog bank. Gripping the concrete mouldings to my left and right, I sent the prescience forward to provide a frontal assessment of the gargoyle.

      If these “Watchers,” as my little sister designated them, were real, then this stone figure and its brethren would have witnessed the comings and goings of hundreds, even thousands of Magicals and mundanes from the mansion’s entrances, including the rooftop landing strip.

      The gargoyles could have seen my birth mother enter through the main door in her human form and fly into the night on her dragon wings. Now that I had her name—Lillika—and understood why she’d disappeared from my life, an anxious, questioning part of me settled. Temporarily. Seemed every revelation, every new piece of information about my biological parents yielded ten more questions.

      Ask them what they know.

      I stared at the back of the broad, canine head. The prescience wanted me to ask a chunk of carved granite what it knew. I’d kept my magic dampened for years because when it wasn’t tamped down, it assaulted me with the overwhelming feeling I was about to fall or stumble or receive terrible news. Tonight, it was all up in my head, getting chatty.

      Give me minute.

      I returned to my investigation of the gargoyle’s hunched backside, tucked-in wings, and prominent vertebra. A pair of exaggerated ears and a detailed set of horns curved out and back from the sides of its skull. This beast, like the two others I’d passed, would be about my height if it were standing, with a stonier, bonier physique. Caught in a permanent crouch, it leaned forward, knees around its shoulders and clawed hands clutching a large granite orb. Its scooped out eyes were lifeless, like the rest of it.

      There was no way this creature would be answering any questions tonight.

      I stood slowly and headed toward the rear-facing southeast corner, with the fourth gargoyle and the last stretch of the catwalk. Muffled cracks split the air, like someone was balling up wads of waxed paper to either side of my head. Reflexively, I felt along the top curve of my ears for the comfort of my magic-cancelling ear cuffs. They weren’t there. Which made sense. I hadn’t put them on because didn’t need to use them anymore.

      Right. Clenching my thigh muscles stabilized my knees. Focusing on the topiary lights dotting the mansion’s rooftop within the circle of fencing calmed my jumpy stomach. Grounded, not frozen, I scoured the nearby lit up buildings and the cloudless sky. I didn’t see or feel the presence of incoming dragons like I had on my birthday. A few quieter cracks pulled my attention to the remaining gargoyle, and I stopped a few feet from the corner.

      The stone carapace on the creature’s closest arm cracked around the elbow and fell away. Glancing cautiously over the decorative knee-high barrier, I spied the missing piece inside the fan of metal netting jutting out from the building’s façade.

      My adoptive parents, who’d used magic to cloak other parts of the building from me, must have included these gargoyles in their general “Keep Jake in the Dark” file. And here I’d thought my mother had given me access to all the family secrets.

      The rest of the beast’s transformation happened within seconds. Wings stretched out to either side, their sticky surface coated in dust and pebbled concrete. The creature curled its clawed, obsidian toes around the big stone ball and straightened its legs slowly, opening its arms wide to the night.

      “You must be Yakov,” it said, its voice scratchy, spinning on one foot and stepping over the low moulding and onto the catwalk with the other.

      I tightened my hold on the iron bar. I lived in a world populated with Magicals. Encountering one on my roof shouldn’t put me into shock. “I…yes, I am. Mostly, I’m Jake.”

      “Lillika calls you Yakov.”

      Lillika. Goddess and Spirit, this gargoyle knew my biological mother. I leaned my shoulder against the rigid fence to keep my knees from buckling for real this time. “And who are you?”

      “Trefor Beauchêne. You can call me Trey. À votre service.”

      I rifled through the endless guests lists I’d been forced to memorize over the years ahead of my mother’s extravagant parties. “Beauchêne” produced a memory of an elegant older woman. Trevais bowed, straightened, and brushed more bits of grit off his bare arms and legs. His precarious perch, coupled with his nonchalance, brought my vertigo back with a vengeance. So much for crowning myself victor. I was ready to exit the catwalk as soon as possible, even if it meant scaling the barbed-tip fence and dropping to the other side.

      “I am here at the Châtelaine’s directive.”

      “And who is this Châtelaine?”

      “Audrey Winslow.”

      Of course the Châtelaine was my mother. I shook my head and added the title to the growing list of things to ask her about. “And she asked you to shift tonight?”

      “Madame Winslow asked me long ago to watch this corner for signs the reclamation had begun or until such time came that I was needed elsewhere.” Trefor’s skin shone a dull, dark gunmetal gray in the streetlights bouncing off the buildings. He scanned me head to toe, stretched his arms and wings again, and yawned. Muscles rippled with his every move.

      Madame Winslow had mentioned this “reclamation project” the day before and then neglected or conveniently forgot to explain further. I reached for the phone I’d slid into my pants pocket, pressed my thumb to the locked screen, and called the landline beside my parent’s bed.

      “Jonathan, what’s wrong?” My father’s voice interrupted the first trill. Maybe the day’s revelations were affecting him too. I pictured him in his long nightshirt, propped up in bed with reading glasses sliding down his nose and a hardcover book laying open on his lap.

      “I’m on the roof. I’ve met someone named Trefor Beauchêne. He says he works for the Châtelaine. I’m calling to verify his identity.”

      Dad swore. Without needing to be in the room, I knew he pressed the speaker section of the ancient ivory plastic phone to his chest, thinking I wouldn’t be able to hear him speaking with my mother. I never had the heart to tell him I’d always been able to hear him, as his voice resonated through the bones in his chest and into the phone’s mouthpiece.

      Apparently, even after decades of marriage, Audrey had yet to fill her husband in on every little thing she had her polished claws in. Eli came back on the line and cleared his throat. “Trefor Beauchêne is welcome inside the walls and protective wards of our home. When you’ve finished speaking with him, send him to my library. I don’t care how late or early it is. I’ll be up.”

      Smiling to myself, I tucked the phone back into my pocket. Dad’s scales were rarely ruffled, but when they were there was no arguing with the man or the dragon.

      “Would you like to come inside,” I asked, “or do you take off from here?”

      “Thus awakened, I go where you go,” Trefor chuckled. “Consider me your shadow, cast there by dual lights of the Châtelaine and the Augury and their mutual, maternal concern for your well-being.”

      “I…” I growled in mock aggravation. So, this was what having two mothers was going to look like. I shook my head again and gestured for the gargoyle to follow me down the last stretch of catwalk. “I’m leaving for Ukraine tomorrow.”

      “Then I shall be your plus-one.”

      I stopped shy of the gate, stepped onto the fire escape landing, and fixed my gaze on the hulking creature on my heels. I was up to my eyeballs in presumptuous Magicals. 	“You coming to Ukraine is not up to either you or the Châtelaine, it’s up to me and the group I assembled. You and I literally just met and you’re the second person to mention this reclamation project without also offering an explanation of what exactly is being reclaimed.” I paused to take a breath. “Bringing another Magical on board is not a decision I will make without consulting the others, and they’re going to want to know exactly what you have to offer in terms of magical skills and firepower. For starters.”

      I opened the gate, waved Trefor through, then shut and locked it behind us. How the fuck was I going to pull this together?
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