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“Where the absolute fuck is this place?” Jackie turned her car around again in the now familiar open space at the dead end of the road. It grumbled at her, a dainty, magi-electric gal built for the city streets and stop-and-go traffic. Not traipsing through the woods on the hunt for a hidden village. “Like, I get it,” she grumbled to herself, turning down the radio another notch to heighten her visual acuity. “Magic shielding. But when you know there’s magic shielding, it stops working. That’s the whole point, right?” She rolled her teeth over her tongue stud in irritation, then cringed a little when it twitched in the exact wrong direction. The car’s hand-free system alerted her to a text, and she glanced at its perch on the dashboard. It was Rex asking after her; she was running late. She pulled over into another widening in the road to text him back. 

I can’t find the entrance, she tapped back furiously. 

Look for a magic density increase. It’s subtle, but it’s there.

She growled at the face of her phone. 

I’m not magic-sensitive, remember? The pause of the typing dots taunted her. 

Oh. Right. I’ll send someone. Hold tight.

“Jaysus,” she muttered, dropping her head back against the headrest. The crossover of her silk scarf slipped a little on the back of her head, and she readjusted it. Half a lock of dark, tight curls slipped from the front and she tucked it back up under the band. This spiraled into a quick once-over in her visor mirror.

No strong makeup around the drakkaken. That was the advisement. They only wore face paints and colored powders for religious ceremonies, and it made them uncomfortable in more casual settings. Not that a drakkaken cared about what other species wore out in the world. Their “to each their own” philosophy was famous for its level of devotion. She was entering their territory, though, so it was only polite to abide by their customs. Rex was no help at all, but the internet had provided some answers.

Jackie had settled on a tinted moisturizer in “#340-dark honey brown” that color-matched to perfection and a neutral eyeshadow with the tiniest flash of pale pink. Normally she’d spend an extra ten minutes struggling with a flicky liquid-eyeliner edge to suit her hooded eyes, but she settled on an understated chocolate-colored crayon. Her usual “neutral” lip makeup was a tinted gloss, but the shine seemed like it would be too obvious. She used the occasion as an excuse to use a new matte stain that was half a shade more purple than her natural lip color and decide if she liked it. One more assessment of the overall look. Then she flipped the visor shut. A bit too neutral for her liking, but she’d endure. Her scarf was an offensive shade of hot pink to make up for it. Bright-colored clothes were perfectly acceptable, apparently. They were, in fact, welcome.

Weird people. 

A shudder of movement appeared at the edge of the woods ahead of her, maybe ten meters from her hood. A person—a drakkaken—appeared. No. That wasn't how to describe it. Logically, she knew that this little dragon-man standing in front of her had trotted his short, stocky frame out of the woods, passed through the magical barrier that hid the village, and in the absence of the protective magic, her brain could finally perceive him. To her eyes, though, it looked like he manifested in thin air. All these years living pressed up against magic, and it still made her brain itch to see it in action. The drakkaken gave her a little wave, pointing to the break in the woods that, now, she could actually see. She pulled up, turning sharply to avoid hitting him. 

When she was first introduced to the concept of drakkaken—of dragon people—an image of a giant, winged, gold-hoarding monster appeared in her head. Then she met one during her processing as an official resident of The District. Gecko in a robe was a more appropriate comparison. This one was pale blue with red-orange stripes stretching across his vaguely spade-shaped head. A transparent, vertical secondary eyelid flashed across his large, green-gold eyes as she passed him. In her rearview, she watched him struggle with a tin gate, his wide-legged pants and flowy tunic in abstract patterns of green and gold adding a level of difficulty as they snagged on the metal. The mechanical motor kicked in, and he threw up his hands.

Leaving the flailing drakkaken behind, Jackie rattled down the path through the thick, black-trunk trees, barely more than a pair of divots in the thick grass and underbrush. It grew denser the deeper she got, and she wondered if the drakkaken had a secondary protective measure in the form of magi-arboriculture. She had never seen it herself, but sylvan and elves in full reclusion had multiple layers of get-the-fuck-out-of-here magic. That kind of protection was typically paired with other, more oblique barriers to entry. This visit had a different vibe. That a road even existed to this limited degree lent itself to a different approach to privacy.

A slight turn in the road led to an opening in the trees, and her knuckles clenched in surprise. Her job found her cataloging some of the most intriguing antiquities from every culture of every species. She had seen drakkaken artifacts from different times and places and clans and villages and whatever methods of organization they had used over the years. And while, of course, they varied in the more minute details from piece to piece, there was a constant theme of universal unity. Of many things becoming one and continuing on into eternity. She hadn’t thought it would be so strong in their architecture as well. 

The drivable part of the road ended before too long, and she parked it next to a pickup truck with a short bed and a longer cab. Rex’s probably. A handful of other cars were in this little flattened area, but they were older models bought in bulk. They were joined by a tiny fleet of all-terrain golf carts. A little hut with a board of keys inside implied communal use. The purr of a small engine brought another cart into line with the others behind her. The drakkaken who had opened the gate hopped out of his golf cart, returned the keys to the hut, and went about his business.

She gazed back down the central road again, letting the geometry of the village press draw the center of her vision and guide the spread of her spatial awareness. Long, clean lines led to a large building at the perceptual center of everything. A vortex of every road junction and the one thing that seemed to carry purpose among the neat rows of unlabeled buildings and smaller structures. It wasn’t an ornate building by any means, rough-hewn and raw. The beauty was in its simplicity, though, a structure in native wood and stone that looked like something shaped it into its huge, blocky form from the very ground itself. While other small towns outgrew their conceptual roots to become lopsided off their source buildings, the town felt like it spread out evenly around her on all sides. If this was the temple, this kind of religious devotion to radial symmetry would track with her knowledge of their culture. 

“It’s wild in person, right?” Jackie jumped at the deep, crackly voice that appeared on her shoulder. 

“Rex, holy shit, don’t do that.” She was pretty accustomed to trenglates, but she was still getting used to Rex. He didn’t physically differ, in a general sense, from any other trenglate. A scooch taller than the average human, but only because his large, ferret-like head was heavy enough to drag down his broad neck. If he straightened his spine, he’d gain quite a few inches. There was a general bigness to him and other trenglates that made it more difficult to focus on any one part at a time, from the bow of their legs to the over-longness of their arms to the thickness of their three-fingered hands and the claws that tipped them. Starting right below where his conic snout met his round head, golden-brown scales overlapped across rough, sand-colored skin, growing to the width of her palm where they trailed down his back and side, then shrinking again for flexibility as they tightened across the outside of his arms and legs. Anything that wasn’t scaled was a rough hide with tiny, bristly hairs. None of that was visible now, scaled body and flat, three-toed feet covered by a polo, khakis, and casual sneakers. 

She liked Rex and his “fun uncle” energy. He was spare of being old enough to be her dad if trenglates raised the children they sired and gave birth to. His actual child was a toddler that happened to be the biological grandchild of his husband specifically gestated for them to raise as their own, as was tradition.

Weird people.

“I didn’t mean to startle you. Sorry.” Rex also had the same accent and cadence of some of her older Pinoy family members on her dad’s side, and it freaked her out. The first time she spoke to him on the phone, she briefly considered the possibility that her Uncle Gabriel hadn’t died. Instead, he’d been zapped to a new planet just like her and was now running the employee resources department of a prestigious research museum and materials archive.

“It’s fine.” She waved him off. “Where are we going?” He gestured down the main road with a flick of his snout, and they started down the packed dirt.

“Have you been to one of these? A drakkaken village?” He rumbled as they walked.

“No. Never had reason to. You have?”

“Back on the homeworld, yeah. Feels different here, though.” Rex gave a nostalgic rattle. 

“Well, magic densities, I guess...” Jackie offered, knowing only theoretically about the different ways magic acted on different worlds. 

“Nah. That’s not it. Drakkaken don’t deal in magic within their territories. They get other people to set their ward magic or they buy it. I think it’s something else.” 

“Hm. Maybe it’s just the architecture,” she thought out loud, but she wasn’t sure yet what her full conclusions were. They were halfway down the road before she became unsettled by the silence. Apart from the occasional glimpse in a window, the only drakkaken she had seen was the one at the gate. All male. 

“They don’t... they don’t hide their women when other people come to the village, do they?” As the words left her mouth, she noticed a few young ones coming out of a building carrying square cloth backpacks. Two were girls too young to start head covering, the place where their horns would eventually erupt barely visible as bumps on the top of their heads. That was about as far as she understood drakkaken biological and social dimorphism in a practical sense, though. 

“It’s a prayer day. The women are probably in seclusion, resonating with the AllMind.” 

She knew broad concepts about the AllMind, at least. The great consciousness that bound all the Universe together. It was where their artistic inspiration came from. 

Adjacent to the wood and stone temple was a smaller version in the same materials with a small garden nestled between them. Even in the timelessness of the buildings, the steel and glass doors rang modern. And the wood wasn’t the same. It had been tinted and processed to look identical to the main temple, but up close the details revealed a bitter morsel of artificiality. Rex opened the door for her, and she stepped inside a room that was only a degree too cold for comfort. Not too dry, though, a flash of humidity clinging to her skin. Just the right amount for... and she found the musical instruments hung on the nearest perpendicular wall. Curved wood and leather and string made of sinew and intestines and tightly spun tail hairs. She didn’t quite have names for all of them, but they were old. Really old. Intriguingly old. 

“Rex. Hello. You made it alright?” 

Jackie whipped around at the husky voice, like footsteps on rough beach sand or the delightful crunch of hiking boots on a gravel path. She didn’t want to be one of those people who gaped and gasped at the slightest hint of “new thing” to enter her world, but she failed to prepare herself to face the full glory of a drakkaken shadow priestess in person.​
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