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      It is said the first Dragon Kin was a child of love, not fire.

      A mighty dragon soared through the night sky, his breath of fire causing him to glow stronger than a shooting star.

      A young woman, spurned one night by her paramour, looked up and saw his beauty.

      How she wished she could fly with him, lighting up the sky, free from the toils below.

      Every night she would watch him chase away the darkness for a short while.

      And one night, forgetting herself as the dragon glowed up high, she would be the one to spurn her paramour, who waited all night for her.

      Being the one to be jilted filled him with rage and he sought to the west and the east.

      But it was in the north he found one with enough force to cast a curse upon her.

      For the price of his already darkened soul, the paramour watched while the sorcerer enchanted the young woman.

      If she couldn’t have her beauty, she could never betray a man again, the paramour thought and rejoiced.

      The young woman transformed into a monster right in front of his eyes. She grew, changing from her human form, into a beast like the one she’d sought to watch instead of him.

      The ground shook when she turned and faced the paramour and the sorcerer. The paramour quaked in fear, but the new dragon did not harm him.

      She would never be the beast he had thought her.

      She left them there, the paramour now in the shape of a toad, following on his new master’s heels, forever bound.

      But the new dragon took to the sky to join her true love.

      And out of that love came a child. But the hatchling that came forth, walked on two legs, had no wings, yet wielded fire like no one except dragons could.

      And so, they say, the first of the Dragon Kin was born and set off into the world.
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      The car skidded when I steered off the road and stopped to bury the body. It was the sand that caused it. The tires lost traction a second due to the hard-packed surface of what passed for a road out there in the desert. Bodies couldn’t be buried right next to the road though, that was just common sense, so I had little choice.

      I was a good distance away when I got out and opened the trunk. The smell hit me like a punch.

      “Ugh!” I recoiled, a hand over my mouth and nose. It didn’t even help to know about it in advance. The smell of a dead ghoul was never good, and a few hours’ worth of dead ghoul was even worse. Hell, they stank to a level of torment when “alive”. Animated might have been a better word. Alive didn’t quite cover these creatures; monsters that fed on the flesh of the living, or recently deceased.

      “Bleh!” I added and got to it while trying not to breathe or gag. The ghoul, a pale humanoid thing, dressed like a lumberjack, landed on the ground like a sack of seriously smelly potatoes. I decided to sacrifice the tarp he’d been lying on too. The smell would cling to it forever. I got it out of the trunk and then grabbed my trusty shovel to get on with it.

      “Should have gotten rid of you hours ago,” I told the ghoul and began digging his grave. The sun was trying to bake me, and I shucked my jacket and worked in my T-shirt. I had killed the ghoul in a crowded town last night and had been forced to flee before any norms could see. Someone had called the cops due to the noise of the fight and I’d had to get the hell out of there as fast as possible. Since I’d already been on my way out here, I’d kept driving the rest of the night. I was in a hurry despite being sidetracked with the ghoul job, but I couldn’t have waited either. I had to dispose of the body now though. I wasn’t bringing that with me to Misty Sands.

      It didn’t take me long to finish digging. This thing was not getting his six feet. He didn’t need it. Not with me conducting his funeral.

      I threw the shovel on the ground and fished my phone from my back pocket, finding my boss’ number in the call-log while getting a bottle of tepid water from the console.

      “Kailée?” Ruc greeted me with his familiar rumbling voice. “How’d it go?”

      I swallowed down a mouthful of water. “He’s dead. Well, deader.” I held the bottle between my ribs and elbow and snapped a pic with my phone of the ghoul and sent it to Ruc.

      “Proof of capture.”

      “I see. Good.”

      “I’ll take it that’s a confirmation the bounty is mine?” Usually, dead or alive meant bringing them in either way. I didn’t have that option now though, and Ruc’d had to deviate from normal circumstances if he’d wanted me to take this job. There were bounty hunters who were not a trustworthy bunch if given a chance to cash in a few extra bucks, and sending digital photos meant it could be the same creature over and over. Those types really did ruin all our reputations.

      “Yes,” Ruc confirmed. “This thing was causing too much trouble as it was.”

      I nodded and remembered Ruc couldn’t see that. “Yeah. He’d been chomping on four dead bodies and was hunting a live one when I caught him. No one’s any the wiser though.”

      “Good. Expect the money in your account before end of day.”

      “Great. I’ll be off a couple of days then.”

      “Yes. Is it an extreme family emergency?”

      I glanced up at the bright blue sky. He was fishing. Of course, he preferred all the bounty hunters in his employ to be available for work all the time. I hadn’t taken a vacation day in all the years I’d worked for him so there wasn’t much he could do to deny me that. Sick days though? I’d had those. Everybody did. No bounty hunter alive that had ever hunted rogue supernatural creatures could always escape injuries. So, our sick days didn’t involve the sniffles but yes, supernatural bounty hunters needed their breaks too. Still, we also liked keeping our jobs and not being fired for slacking on work.

      I gave in to Ruc’s curiosity. “What family emergency isn’t an extreme occurrence?” I sighed. “My mother had a baby.”

      There was a moment’s pause on the other end. “That’s an emergency?”

      “It is for the child,” I told him and hung up before he could keep prying. The putrid smell of the ghoul was about to give me a headache. Time to get rid of it.

      I hauled at the ghoul and dragged it into the freshly dug grave, minding to grab his plaid shirt, not his clammy, slightly rotten skin, or the dried blood around the wound in its chest. I’d run the bastard through with my silver-inlaid sword to end him.

      “Good riddance,” I stated while staring down at the slumped figure in the hole in the ground. It was the best funeral speech he was ever going to get. “All right.” I angled my head sideways, rolled my shoulders, shook my hands, attempting to physically drive the tension from my body. Then I focused on the stink bomb again, raised my hands, and let the familiar sensation of power run through me.

      Fire flowed from my hands, never hurting me, roaring toward the dead thing in the ground. The flames took hold at once, burning the ghoul to a crisp. The overwhelming rotten smell shifted to the sharp smell of burning flesh. It wasn’t much better. I stepped back to avoid smelling like a bonfire myself. The whole ordeal didn’t take long. My fire wasn’t like normal fire. The flames burned to an insane degree, charring whatever they hit in mere seconds, like the soot-covered bones that now lay in the grave.

      I picked up the shovel and covered the grave with sand before getting back in the car.

      The tires skidded again, but soon I was back on the road which was truly no more than hard-packed sand with tire tracks showing the way. Even if the wind had blown the tracks away, I knew where I was going. I’d called it home once and I’d happily followed the tracks the other way the moment I’d had the chance.

      I drove for another half hour, before slowing down. I knew exactly where I was. The magic hung thick in the air. Any supernatural person, and quite a few non-magical humans with certain marks, could feel the barrier that shielded any magical town from prying, mundane eyes. A few small cairns marked the barrier even though no one actually needed them. This kind of protective magic subtly led non-supes away and around the settlements within.

      I couldn’t see anything from this side. That was the point of course. To my eyes, there was nothing but more sand, rocks and the occasional withered bush.

      I slowed down as I drove through. The
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