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​Prologue
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~1832~

Indian Territory — What will be Oklahoma

Dante hated tracking in the wild. Serving kings and presidents for three hundred years had made him better at tracking prey in the cities and villages than the untamed wilderness of Indian Territory.

However, at the moment he was quite happy to be as far from Washington DC and the wretched Andrew Jackson as possible. Moral and ethical disagreements with his human allies were nothing new–he’d served under Catherine de Medici through the Inquisition. But being asked to use his God-given skills against innocent humans would always be where he drew the line. When President Jackson had suggested he take out the former vice president that had publicly defied him, Dante had simply laughed in his face. Americans were infinitely less tolerant of that kind of behavior than the French had been. When the President had ordered him to enforce the Indian Removal Act, they’d argued, and Dante may have burned the man’s cravat. Jackson, terrified, had banished Dante to Indian Territory under the pretense of seeking legendary monsters terrorizing a distant mission; and Dante, ashamed that he had allowed himself to be provoked to lifting his hand against a human ally, had immediately agreed to go.

Stories of a large bird that would swoop down and claim children who strayed too far from their parents seemed like a wilderness bogeyman at first. Amazing how seriously the government took the stories when they wanted their chief monster hunter as far away as possible. Technically a thunderbird fell into the category of monster rather than mythic, but anything was better than hunting humans.

A brief stay at the mission had given him direction and supplies, and honestly the solitude had given him some time to reflect on both his steady relationship with God and his complicated relationship with man.

He shifted his pack on his back and crouched to examine a pellet on the ground. It was far larger than an owl’s, and using his knife to separate the contents exposed what definitely appeared to be small human bones. He scanned the tree line for the source, somewhat perturbed that having been a bird himself in the past did not seem to give him any advantage in tracking this one.

"Dante Brand, three centuries of fealty to kings and presidents has made you soft." He stood and straightened the satin lapels of his embroidered suit. 

A rustle in the brush to his left made him freeze. Something larger than a squirrel had spotted him. He silently lowered his pack to the ground and pulled his right glove free. Being attacked by a bear would be an annoyance right now.

He slowly turned to face the sound as a woman dressed in deerskins and moccasins stepped out of the brush. Her black hair was braided down her back and woven with a leather ribbon. She replaced a silver tipped arrow in the quiver on her back and looked him over with disdain.

"My brother told me King Andrew sent an agent to ‘help’ us. He didn’t say the agent was a helpless dandy." 

"I would proudly claim the title of dandy, but few would ever call me helpless." Dante replaced the glove without bothering to demonstrate. She appeared to be a native, was slightly shorter than him, though possibly more muscular, and spoke as if she had been educated in the east. "Does your brother make a habit of sending children rather than warriors to hunt monsters, princess?"

"I’ll have you know that I’m at least as old as you, Dandy, and far better suited to tracking the Thunderbird than King Andrew’s lapdog."

"How do you know who I am?" Dante narrowed his eyes. He was in no wise interested in arguing his age–he was well aware he looked like a youth–but the pejorative "King Andrew’s lapdog" could only be used by someone who recognized him, and he was certain he’d never seen this young woman before.

"My uncle met you a few years ago when he was in Washington DC to sign the treaty that drove us here. When the missionaries told him who came to help, he sent me to keep an eye on you."

"I am not here to harass your people, if that is what you fear." The last thing he needed was for this human to see him as the monster. "In fact, I am here for the explicit reason that I refused to do so. I refuse to use my skills against humans, so I am here hunting legends."

"And your skills include?" She gestured at him with her bow. "Tying a cravat and traipsing through the woods without getting mud on your coattails?"

"Among other things." He stepped back and gestured dramatically to the pellet he'd been examining. "Though admittedly my wilderness tracking skills are a little rusty. If you’re set on following me, perhaps we can work together to rid your people of this accursed beast?" He bowed deeply and offered her his gloved hand. "Dante Brand, at your service."

"Alice Thundercloud." She glared at his hand as if the glove itself were further proof of his uselessness. "White kid gloves? Where did you learn your fashion sense?"

"France." Dante stood stiffly, not sure whether to be insulted that she seemed fixated on his clothes or relieved she wasn’t questioning the rather glaring inconsistencies in his story.

"That explains a lot." She snorted in a decidedly unladylike manner and reached behind her to touch one of the silver arrowheads. "Understand, though, these arrows have proved effective against all kinds of monsters, man or beast. If I decide you’re here to stir up trouble for your master, you won’t be returning to him."

"Yes. Delightful. Can we go now?" Dante narrowly resisted rolling his eyes. Arrows were a singularly ineffective weapon against him, and silver did not have the mortal effect on him that it seemed to have on mythics with more evil natures. 

He retrieved his pack and hefted it onto his shoulder, then scrambled to catch up with the impatient young woman. They traveled in silence until the sun began to disappear behind the treeline. In the growing dusk, Dante walked directly into the outstretched arm of his companion. She gestured to a stone outcropping ringed with pine, where a shadowy figure like no bird Dante had ever seen stretched its wings and let out a shriek that sounded like a grief-stricken woman.

Dante gaped at the featherless beast that stood easily twice his height and crossed himself. No one had said anything about facing a wyvern.

The girl beside him mimicked his gesture as she recited something in her own tongue with the familiar cadence of the Hail Mary. She looked at him with fear mingled with fierce determination. "Are you running home now, Dandy? Or will you face the thunderbird with the valor of a warrior?"

"Show me the way to the monster’s nest, Princess, and your people will no longer have anything to fear from it." Dante shrugged out of his pack and coat and laid them aside. It was rather unreasonable to think even he could face down a wyvern without dying at least once.

She nodded curtly and started toward the stone outcropping, weaving soundlessly between the trees. As they neared the nest, the leather winged bird cocked its head as if listening to them, then flapping its great wings rose from its nest to circle above them like the bird of prey it was. Four smaller, but equally hideous heads popped up from the nest and began squalling.

"She has a brood of them!" Alice gasped. She pulled an arrow from her quiver and nocked it into her bow, tracking the mother across the sky.

"Keep her from returning to the nest and I will rid the earth of her spawn." The monsters were easily as tall as he was, and he had no way to know if they were mature enough to fly, but the last thing they needed was five of those things after them.

He scrambled up the side of the outcropping lithely, though not without missing his own wings deeply. He immediately shook off the thought. He’d found such musings only opened the door to temptations he dared not pursue.

The outcropping was large, but only slightly wider than the nest itself and as soon as he pulled himself over the edge, he had five pairs of beady eyes on him. He gained his footing, pulled his gloves free, and threw them aside. The four hatchlings frantically flapped their grotesque wings and snapped at him with their toothed beaks as their mother banked sharply to return to protect them.

All powerful God, slayer of the Great Dragon, strengthened my hand against these mortal beasts.

A taut twang sounded below and the mother wyvern reared in midair with an unearthly scream, the shaft of a red-feathered arrow buried deep in her side. The arrow did its job distracting the beast, but distracted Dante as well as it caused the monster to nosedive toward his companion. He gathered a fireball between his hands and flung it toward the monster’s face, driving it off course just as its huge talons swiped at Mademoiselle Thundercloud.

The distraction was costly for both of them. Dante had only a moment to meet his companion’s confused and fearful gaze before the wyvern spawn leaped at him and drove him to the ground. He scrabbled with a bare hand to grab a tree branch to keep them from dragging him over the edge of the outcropping, to succeed only in setting the branch aflame. One clamped down on his shoulder with its short, razor sharp teeth, causing Dante to squawk in pain as they dragged him back toward the nest. He reached over his shoulder and laid his hand on the monster’s face long enough to turn it to ash. Two more jumped him just as he managed to twist onto his back. He caught one around the neck with his bare hands, but not before it raked its finger length talons across his side. 

Blood seeped from both his shoulder and his side, and the supernatural scent of phoenix blood seemed to make the remaining pair of monsters hesitate. The wounds were not mortal, but they hurt and they would slow him down if he did not end this battle quickly.

He pushed himself to his feet, catching the nest ablaze as well. He wondered briefly if he should be concerned about the flames of this battle getting out of hand as the bolder of the pair spread its wings and made itself as big as possible. Dante feinted to the other wyvern, then grabbed the nearest at the shoulders, and watched it add to the growing pile of ash at his feet. He spun quickly to face his final adversary, but the wings of the one he’d just vanquished had hidden the last from view long enough for him to lose sight of it.

As he turned, the last wyvern hit him hard in the side, driving its talons deep into his body. Dante fell with a gasp as the wyvern pinned him to the stone with one foot and slashed at him with the talons of the other foot. He swiped at it with one bare hand, but the angle made it impossible to get a hand on the beast, and he could feel his life blood draining fast. Well, at least his resurrection fire would take out the beast. 

The wyvern that had him pinned released him with a sudden squawk, and Dante managed to roll onto his back.

And blacked out for a moment from the pain.

He woke again, a little surprised he wasn’t standing in a ring of ash, just as a second arrow struck the wyvern. The wyvern took flight sloppily to turn its attention to Mademoiselle Thundercloud, but was quickly taken down by a third arrow.

"Dandy?" the young lady called from below. "Are you all right?"

"I will be, Princess." Dante was well aware he sounded anything but all right, but he wasn’t lying. He just needed a minute to die in peace. "Just give me a moment to rest."

"Yeah, you sound all right." Concern colored his companion’s voice. "I’m coming up there."

"No." Dante gasped. "Let me come to you." The last thing he needed was this human to be caught in his resurrection, and he had neither the time nor the strength to explain why she needed to keep back.

He woke in fire this time, very confused at first why he was standing in the woods on a cliff. Then the sight of a young woman pointing a nocked arrow at him brought the memories back in a flood. Alice Thundercloud looked wary, but not nearly as scared as she should.

"This arrow isn’t going to do me a lick of good, is it?" Her voice was tight, but curiously free from panic.

"Not unless you’re simply seeking a repeat performance." Dante held his hands out in front of him in what he hoped was a non-threatening gesture. Though, if she’d seen him use those hands against the wyverns a moment ago, it could in fact have the opposite effect. "I said before, I don’t use my powers against humans."

"President Jackson would have no need for treaties with you at his side, why would he free you of your service to him?" She narrowed her eyes suspiciously and didn’t not lower the arrow, though she did circle closer.

"I can be rather persuasive on my own." Dante made a ball of fire in his hand and her eyes flew wide. "And I made it clear that our... priorities did not align." He put out the fire with a snap. "If you are satisfied I have no immediate intention of turning you or your people to ash, may I at least go retrieve my pack and coat? As much as you loathe my fashion sense, I’m confident we can both agree that wearing anything is preferable to my current condition."

She blushed fiercely and lowered her arrow with a nod.

He retrieved his gloves, pulled them on, then made his way to the forest floor where he’d left his pack and coat. He dressed quickly in a spare orange silk shirt, embroidered waistcoat, and matching olive green suit, and was adjusting his phoenix cufflinks when Alice laughed behind him.

"Do you even own normal clothes?" She looked him over carefully as if he were a puzzle. "You’re not human and you’re not a demon. What are you?"

"A phoenix cursed to human form." At her blank look, he amended. "A firebird that represents hope and eternal life. These clothes are but a poor replacement for my natural plumage." He made a dramatic bow and gestured to his clothes. Then he stood and looked at her with his own puzzlement. "How are you so sure I’m not a demon?"

She snorted another laugh. "If the US government could command devils, they wouldn’t turn them loose here. Besides, a lifetime of being acquainted with both medicine men and missionaries has given me a sense for evil. You may be a dandy, but you’re obviously a good dandy."

He laughed heartily at that. "And you are a quite skilled princess. There are few men I have met that could take down one wyvern, much less two."

She stared at him for a long moment as he sat on a log to pull on his spare shoes. "You know... I think I heard of a tribe that was dealing with a wendigo north of here."

"Highly unusual for those to travel this far south." Dante nodded thoughtfully.

"I wouldn’t mind some help taking care of it. If you’re not in a hurry to get back to your master." Her smile reflected that she was quite hoping he was not as she offered her hand for a handshake.

"I’m absolutely in no rush to return to Washington DC." A smile touched his lips as he took her hand. Working with a human rather than for one–as equals rather than as a servant–could be very interesting indeed. And working with this particular human promised both adventure and companionship. "I would like nothing more than to help you."
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"How many instruments do you play?" Rick set his phone down on the arm of the recliner he sat in to look at his partner. The red-headed phoenix-cursed-to-be-human sat sprawled in a high-backed armchair and matching footstool, a violin tucked beneath his chin as he tuned the instrument. He wore a ridiculously embroidered silk dressing gown and looked for all the world like Rick imagined Sherlock Holmes looked like in the classic stories. In the four months since Rick had worked with the immortal agent, Dante was rarely home long without turning to music. The ornate harpsichord in the corner of the living room was Dante’s preference, but tonight he’d pulled out a well polished violin instead.

"Play? All of them, more or less. The strings proficiently." Dante stood, drew the bow across the strings, nodded as if satisfied, and immediately went into The Flight of the Bumblebee.

"Show off." Rick shook his head. "But there’s no way you play all the instruments."

"I have had several centuries to practice." Dante laughed and played a rock riff on the violin.

Rick gaped. He wasn’t even aware violins could be played that way. 

When he finished, Dante lowered the violin to his side and shrugged. "During my years in the French court, it was often preferable to be known for skills other than destruction and death. For both my integrity and my royal allies’ public image. A concert is generally better received at courtly functions than immolating your enemies." He went back to playing as if he hadn’t just said something completely disturbing.

"Do you even realize you’re doing that, or do you just not care that you sound like a psycho?" Rick narrowed his eyes at his friend. It was far from the first time Dante had dropped some random bit of off beat personal history without blinking.

Dante stopped playing mid chord and looked at Rick with a frown, his golden eyes flickering as if he was mentally replaying what he’d said wrong. "Ah. I do forget sometimes that shifting mores make some of my life experiences seem very foreign to modern man. Though Charles has also informed me that some of the things I had to put up with from my human allies weren't acceptable in any time frame." He pointed at Rick with his violin bow. "You must understand that I can count on one hand the number of allies who saw me as more than a weapon or a helpful monster. I suppose it’s my–perhaps less than subtle–way of being up front with what I am and where I draw my lines. I will not be used that way any more." Dante lifted the violin back to his chin and played a vaguely familiar rock protest anthem.

Rick wasn’t sure that admission was any less disturbing, so he decided to change the subject. "Gracie is coming tomorrow to spend Spring Break in DC."

"Yes. She told me." Dante smirked without missing a note. "It is also your birthday, no?"

"It is. I hope she also told you that if you throw me a birthday party I will kill you."

"She did. I told her that was not nearly the threat to me that it would be to another man." Dante started an agonizingly slow, almost creepy rendition of "Happy Birthday."

"Stop that." Rick stood and crossed the room to square off against his partner. "If I even catch a hint of a party, I will glitter bomb your closet."

Dante laughed out loud at that. "You do not know me half as well as you think if that is the best threat you can come up with."

"Dante."

"That is my name."

"Come on."

Dante stopped playing and frowned at him. "This is truly that important to you?"

"Are your suits truly that important to you?"

"Will you compromise for a nice dinner with me, Charles and Mademoiselle George?" 

"On two conditions. That you pick somewhere the food is actually edible and that no one sings." Rick extended his hand.

"I protest. When have I ever chosen poor food?" Dante feigned offense and shook his hand. "I told Mademoiselle George we could come to an agreement."

Rick squeezed his partner’s hand painfully tight. "What do you think I agreed to, Peacock?"

"A party, Bulldog. A low-key one, but a party all the same." Dante pried his hand free and shook it out.

"I agreed to dinner."

"With your closest friends, to celebrate your birthday." Dante went back to playing, this time a dance song.

"Still not a party."

"Tom-ay-to, To-mah-to. You still agreed."

"You’re a troll."

"There’s no need to be vicious."

# # # # #
[image: ]


THE NEXT MORNING, DANTE arrived at work to find a note from Charles already on his desk requesting their presence in his office as soon as possible to discuss a new case. He shot a text to Rick giving him a heads up and went directly down the hall to meet with their boss.

Charles was on the phone, as he often was. Dante appreciated the work his former partner did running interference with other Federal agencies, the Metro PD, and the news media, more so because he knew Charles often missed the thrill of working in the field. As Dante often missed his presence in the field.

Dante sat on the corner of the desk and waited until Charles finished his call. The office was tastefully decorated in burgundy carpet, light gray paint, and walnut wood. Bookcases lined the walls, a heavy desk sat in the middle, faced by a pair of burgundy high backed chairs. Charles had had it redone when he took the position eight years previously. Dante himself had pulled a few strings to make sure his friend had gotten the position after he’d been injured during their final case. The previous occupant had needed to be removed anyway.

"That was Naar." Charles rubbed the bridge of his nose and groaned. 

"The dragon king?" Dante slid Charles’s bottle of migraine medicine across the desk as a less than subtle hint. "It must be bad if he called you."

"Apparently Vikas ‘isn’t taking this seriously enough.’" Charles nodded to Rick as he came in with a carton of coffee cups. As soon as Rick set one in front of him, he gulped down a pill.

"What isn’t Vikas taking seriously?" Rick handed Dante his Dirty Chai and threw the empty carton into the trash. His partner was dressed casually, as usual, in a dark red polo shirt and khakis. He wore his sidearm at his hip and a grim expression that didn’t mask the relative lack of respect he held for the president of the mythic council.

"That’s what I need you two to find out. All I could gather was that it involved his daughter Adalinda and humans would be eaten if we didn’t deal with it." Charles looked at his cup warily. "How do you know how I take my coffee?"

"My job is literally to be observant and to kick butt. Only one of those skills is applicable here." Rick took a slow sip from his own cup. "I need to be remembered for something if I’m going to be dragon food before thirty-five."

Dante choked on a swallow of his own drink trying not to laugh. "The dragons haven’t eaten humans in nearly a hundred years."

"Oh, only a hundred?" Rick took a long drink and saluted Dante with his cup. "Four months and it doesn’t stop being weird."

"I’m heading toward twenty years, and no, it doesn’t." Charles shook his head. "Dante, you’ve dealt with Naar enough to know how he can get. I don’t think he’ll actually eat anyone, but that doesn’t mean he won’t do something we may find difficult to explain to The Post. Take Rick. Talk to him. See if you can persuade him to let PNI handle it instead."

"Naar owes me a significant favor. I am certain we can come to an understanding." Dante drained his cup and stood. He nodded to Rick, who followed suit. "This will be every bit as weird as you might suspect, but Naar will not dare threaten you, especially in my presence."

"Yeah, I decided to stop worrying about that when you turned those vampires to ash." Rick threw his cup away, pulled his service weapon from his holster, and laid it on Charles’s desk, eliciting a look of alarm from the older man. "Don’t worry, I’m not quitting, but if we’re going to keep facing superhumans and literal dragons, I’m going to need something better than this. Like a deathray or Excalibur or something." He spun to face Dante. "And don’t you dare tell me Excalibur isn’t real."

"No, it’s real. But you would not be able to wield it. No one has been for many centuries."

Rick narrowed his eyes at Dante. "I’m absolutely going to pretend I didn’t hear that last part." He turned back to Charles. "Anyway. You get my point. Does a silver bullet stop a dragon?"

"Not in its dragon form, no." Now that Charles no longer thought his agent was resigning, he looked amused.

"My point." Rick gestured with both hands, then retrieved his handgun. "Stop laughing, Dante."

"And you accuse me of being dramatic."

"Okay, so I’m being dramatic." Rick holstered his gun and sighed. "But I’m making a point. An ordinary human can’t face extraordinary threats alongside an extraordinary agent without an extraordinary weapon." 

"Rick..."

"No, no, he has a point." Charles held up a hand. "You and I both know LA would have gone very differently if I had something with more stopping power than my hand gun."

"Glace, I..." Dante felt the dread rise in his stomach and trailed off. They did not talk about LA, by mutual agreement. 

"I don’t blame you, Chaud, you know that," Charles assured him softly. "I’m just saying he has a point." He looked at Rick and nodded. "I’ll see what I can do. In the meantime, I just need you two to interview Naar. You won’t need a weapon to do that."

Rick raised a blatantly skeptical eyebrow and scoffed. "I’ll take your word for that."

Dante took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. Naar was no threat to Rick, though there were others. As much as Dante wished he could keep his partners free from all danger, in their line of work that was largely out of his control. Standing with him brought with it certain risks that only God could mitigate.

Though, God had blessed him with certain skills that made protecting his partners easier. Naar would be no threat. Of that Dante was certain. Perhaps this case would be a pleasant distraction from their last two. He squared his shoulders and followed Rick into the hall.

"So who’s the actual boss of PNI? Charles, the President, or Vikas?" Rick’s voice was low as he leaned closer to avoid being overheard.

"Vikas and the council wield influence, but no control. It simply happens that it is usually in everyone’s best interest that they are appeased." Dante shrugged. "In all honesty, poor Charles’s role is largely administrative and political. I find that while I can navigate human politics, it is often better that I do not."

"You’d rather not have a showdown with Congress like the one we had before the mythic council?" Rick teased and nudged Dante with his elbow.

"It usually does not end well, no," Dante responded dryly. 

Rick stared at him quietly as if processing that, then scoffed softly and shook his head. "Are we going to have to answer to the council for all our cases?"

"The council and I have reached an understanding." Dante laid a firm hand of assurance on Rick’s shoulder. "They allow me and my partners to continue unmolested as the neutral liaison between mythics and humans, and I will not burn their homes to the ground over their heads."

"We’ve discussed this, Peacock." Rick gestured at the offices around them. "While I appreciate the back up, I’d rather not be bailing you out of jail for burning down Vikas’s home–or worse, fishing you out of the Potomac again. Repeat after me: LEOs don’t commit arson."

"Bulldog." Dante tightened his grip on his partner’s shoulder and turned him so they were facing. "Trust me when I tell you that I have no intention of exacting justice outside the law unless extreme circumstances demand it. However, you must understand that both our lives may depend on my ability to maintain my reputation as both an incorruptible and undefeatable agent of justice. Some mythics only understand power and only yield to law and order because someone more powerful than they insists that they do."

"And you are that person?"

"We are, yes." Dante released Rick and bumped his shoulder with his fist. "I just happen to intimidate with fire and you with firearms."

"Which circles back to why I need a better gun." Rick gestured to his sidearm. "Not going to intimidate a dragon."

"Neither does fire." Dante shrugged. "Sometimes respect must be earned in other ways. It has taken generations for me to earn that respect with Naar. If I can leverage that respect to make this case easier, perhaps you will be able to spend less time working this week and more time with Mademoiselle George. You deserve a vacation in more ways than one."

"I’d settle for a case that isn’t world-ending." Rick snorted as he started for the door. "We do get some of those right?"

"Occasionally." Dante smiled wryly. "Though dragon drama can go either way."

"You want to know one of the hardest things for me to believe since I started here?" Rick’s tone promised a punch line rather than a deep reveal, so Dante just inclined his head and let him finish. "That you are far from the most dramatic mythic I’ve met so far."

"It is hard to believe." Dante pulled his keys from his pocket and led his partner out. "Come. Let me introduce you to some.
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Dante drove them to the compound of the dragon king in his 1979 Pontiac Firebird. Dragons respected rare treasures and power. Rick’s rapidly growing reputation in the mythic community for no-nonsense courage in the face of mythic threats and for his unerring sharpshooting might supply the latter, but his Jeep certainly did nothing for the former. Besides, Naar the king of the dragons had practically drooled over the classic car the last time Dante had visited.

"I didn’t realize there was a gothic mansion in DC." Rick spoke for the first time since they’d left the office as he stared out the window at the castle-like building nestled into the trees on the nearly twenty acre estate.

"Replica, obviously, built by the associate of a wealthy robber baron in the twenties. That associate was Naar’s father." Dante’d been there too many times to be awed by the ostentatious building.

"‘Associate.’" Rick repeated as they parked in front of the mansion. "Who are the dragons aligned with? Railroads?"

"Fossil fuels–coal, petroleum, natural gas. Naar has been trying to get into nuclear energy, but the government has... concerns." Dante hesitated. Rick would be unlikely to appreciate the complicated political relationship between mythics and the American Government that Dante had tried to bridge for centuries. He sighed through his nose. Would that life were as black and white as his partner wished it to be. "The dragons believe themselves to be an independent nation within the United States–as do many of the mythic guilds. Their compliance with your laws is more a matter of pragmatism and a sealed agreement brokered by President Theodore Roosevelt and me."

Rick looked at him for a long moment as if digesting what he was saying. "So when you say ‘king of the dragons’ or ‘queen of the elves’ you’re being literal? They really believe they’re sovereign? Why do they listen to us at all?"

"Ah, mon ami, that depends on the guild." Dante climbed from the car and rounded it to his partner’s side. "Some–like the leprechauns–traditionally benefit from the protection the US government offers. Others–like the vampires–need a little more motivation." 

"Your comment earlier about intimidation," Rick responded softly, his eyes on the ornate stonework of the mansion.

"I hope you know me well enough to trust I do not take lives lightly." Dante clasped his gloved hands behind his back and joined his partner staring at the details he’d never bothered to notice before. "But neither will I allow innocents to die because I failed to act against evil." Dante nudged his shoulder against his partner’s, and offered him a faint grin. "Nor allow harm to come to you because certain factions only respect the power I wield to defend you."

Rick sighed deeply, then returned Dante a wavering smile. "Don’t get me wrong, I do appreciate not getting killed by those ‘factions’ last month, but I’m not going to lie, I find the ‘avenging angel of fiery death’ version of you just as terrifying. Maybe let’s try diplomacy before firepower."

"Diplomacy is rarely effective with dragons, but I see your point," Dante cautioned as he turned to mount the absurdly high porch stairs. 

They climbed the marble stairs to the porch and Rick raised the heavy cast iron dragon shaped door knocker and dropped it back down with a clatter. Dante stood at parade rest beside him, prepared to back his partner up if the dragon-kind tried to cause trouble, but content for now to let Rick take the lead.

The door was opened by a man at least a half a foot taller than Dante and half again as broad as Rick. Naar’s manservant had swirling green flame tattoos along his jaw, down his neck, and disappearing into the collar of his tailored white shirt. The design of the tattoos indicated his family and the color dragon he could shift into.

"I’m Agent Rick McCoy, and this is my partner Agent Dante Brand." Rick coughed once at the sight of the larger mythic, but otherwise didn’t display any sign he was intimidated. "PNI sent us to speak with King Naar about his daughter, Adalinda."

The manservant, who had been looking at Rick like he’d just as soon eat him as let him see the dragon king, glanced back at Dante at Rick’s introduction. His eyes widened at Dante’s solemn
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