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This book is dedicated to all the dragons out there.

Never settle for less than full acceptance and celebration of who you are.
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(** items are referenced, but not explored in detail)

	Minority rights/Questioning personhood/Discrimination

	Animal rights/sovereignty

	Military force

	Political pressure/malice

	Pressure, anxiety

	Indigenous reservations are visited


**Large crowds/general public/group behavior

**Proposed treaties with indigenous peoples

**Australian Aboriginal endangered sign language 
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Prologue
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1958

Certaldo

Tuscany, Italy

The summer sun beat down on her back as 16-year-old Marguerita stood in front of a pile of old masonry figures bleached white from years in the sun. There wasn’t much to do in her small town, so when there was an event, you went, even if you didn’t know or care what the event was.

Marguerita scowled as she took in the broken statues around her. She was usually scowling. Her mother was always telling her, “Chi non ha testa abbia buone gambe,” which basically meant, in Marguerita’s case, that if she was going to be a difficult personality, she had better be prepared to excel in other ways. Marguerita didn’t believe in pretending to be happy or in pleasing others. And she emphatically didn’t believe in telling white lies to satisfy egos. This had made her deeply unpopular for most of her childhood.

The masonry had come from an old stonecarver’s house after he passed away. His children had quickly found a use for the house, the grounds, and the furniture, but the masonry blocks and statues weren’t selling at the markets. The family wanted to liquidate the heavy items as soon as possible. They donated the items to the church, and the elders arranged a rummage sale to raise money to repair the bell tower. The church had been “raising money for the bell tower” for over 30 years, and everyone knew it really went to pay for the priest’s wife to get the latest fashions at the hair salon. No one cared enough to kick up a fuss, though.

Marguerita didn’t care about masonry either, as she had been surrounded her whole life in this small, suffocating Catholic town by beautiful items in every direction.

There were angel reliefs and marble cemetery blocks, geometric-patterned bricks, waist-high columns, tiles of every color, shape, and size. There was even a gargoyle statue, its eyes half-closed in sleepy contentment.

Marguerita wandered for a while, touching the different textures and ignoring the other village members around her. She was considered the strange one in town, the one who didn’t behave politely, and she didn’t get along with the other teenagers. She was “too smart, too full of herself.” Girls her age should “wear dresses, style their hair to catch a man, be modest and not speak their minds.” Marguerita couldn’t be further from all those things. She learned how to sew clothes just so she could wear trousers. She stared at people on purpose just to make them uncomfortable until they looked away. She read voraciously and, therefore, had many opinions. She did take some time on her hair, but that was for her own benefit, as the long, tawny locks would often tangle and catch on things if she didn’t take a few minutes to tie them back with a scarf or, if desperate, a piece of rope.

She drifted back to examine the gargoyle again. She felt drawn to the little outcast who had ended up here. How had a gargoyle come to Certaldo, anyway? It’s not as if the village could afford the fancy decorations of the larger churches. And gargoyles usually came in pairs. Was there another one nearby? Marguerita searched and searched but could only find the one. She tried to ask the man running the event, but he brushed off her questions impatiently. She was getting tired from the heat, so on impulse, she lifted the statue in the air from the back of the expansive yard, huffed and puffed all the way to the front, cutting in the line that had formed there, and thunked it on the wooden table to pay. She dug in her pocket for the change she’d been saving for months. She tossed the lira down, and the man shouted at her as the wind picked up and lifted the bills in the air. She laughed as she hoisted the statue into her bicycle basket, the man yelling at her while chasing the money in circles as the wind danced them just out of reach.

Back at her house, her mother only waved from the kitchen as the back door banged at her entry. Marguerita stomped awkwardly up the stairs to her attic bedroom. The heat was oppressive up here before the sun went down, but at least she would have her favorite thing: privacy.

“I am going to leave this place one day, bambino assonnato,” she said. “Little sleepy one—that suits you for now. Until we find your name. Do you want to come with me, eh? Do you want to come with me to see the world?”

She studied the gargoyle closer, noting a few dents in the stonework. It looked like someone had taken a gun and shot at the statue, probably for target practice.

“You poor thing! Who would want to hurt a sweet little pearl like you?” she cooed, pulling out her mandolin and strumming a few chords tunelessly. It was one of the reasons she wasn’t a target for bullies; she was a gifted musician, and the village loved her playing.

Her father had given her the mandolin as a birthday gift when she turned 12, and she took to it instantly. It was one of the first things that felt natural to her, one of the only that felt like home. Next to books, of course.

Marguerita sighed. She knew her mother would expect her to come down and help make dinner, so she tucked her mandolin carefully back in its case, patted the gargoyle statue on the head, and went down to be a dutiful daughter. One day, she comforted herself. One day, we will leave and see the world, my sleepy one.

The evening passed uneventfully, though Marguerita did take a nice walk down the road after dinner to see the full moon. She went to bed, snuffing out the candle as she drifted off, watching the moonlight bathe the gargoyle in a bluish glow.

Sometime in the middle of the night, Marguerita awoke suddenly. She felt watched. A movement caught the corner of her eye, and she yelped. The gargoyle was gone, and in its place, a dragon—a live dragon—had come to life, and was staring at her with a pair of glowing eyes, one silver and one green. Its head was tilted slightly, studying her with a shy smile. As she stared in shock, she heard a voice in her head, somehow both foreign and yet very gentle.

“Yes, I will come with you.” 
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Current Day, Late July

Somewhere in the United States

A warm, pink light filtered faintly through the slit in the hotel room curtain, making Nico squint closely at the crumpled map, his eyebrows furrowed in concentration as he studied the thin road lines under a coffee stain, his hand tracing the next leg of their trip across a well-worn fold in the thick paper. A rhythmic, gentle snoring could be heard from the other side of the room as his best friend, Brant, slept through sunrise. Nico studied the southern roads in Idaho that intersected with Wyoming and Utah. Their progress on the back roads had been slow since they left Multnomah, but it was necessary to keep a low profile as long as possible. He had faith they would make it to New Orleans, eventually.

As Nico turned from the map to survey the motel room, he heard a discontented grunt interrupt the steady rhythm of snores as Brant rolled onto his side. He could see the fast-food containers from last night’s dinner on the side tables, the empty water and energy drink bottles, and a scatter of various toiletries across the bathroom counter.

Now that he’d had hours on the road to reflect, being so far from home gave Nico complex feelings. Seeing new places and meeting new people was a novel experience, but it also meant it had been a long time since he had seen his family or friends. Their abrupt departure from home was starting to catch up to Nico. He couldn’t help but feel a pang when he thought of the soaring mountains he’d left behind or the gentle thrum of rain on the window. Nico could almost taste the warm cup of cinnamon coffee Brant would make for him in their marvelous kitchen.

From the moment they had met Gustopher, life had never been the same. First, it was the disorientation of interacting with magickind for the first time. He felt a bit like Alice tumbling down the rabbit hole that day last year in late September. Meeting Brant and Remi. Jasper and the hockey boys. Then the confrontation with Viscidius Rubra. Ms. Marguerita. The magical tribunal and its frightening demands. Mayor Flint and all the strangers who showed up at their door.

To Nico, it was like there was always something to react to; he never felt able to prepare for what was coming next. How could he be the best friend and ally to Gustopher and xer kind if xer wouldn’t open up, wouldn’t trust that Nico and Brant were there to help?

Joining Gus in leaving Multnomah may have looked like a choice to run away, but the opposite was true. It was a moment of commitment, of dedication. A promise that no matter what was in store for Gustopher, xer would not experience it alone.

Their lives, as much as they were both at the beginning of a new chapter, meant that they had something to return to. Something to build on.

Gustopher didn’t have that. Every move was calculated toward an end, even if xer couldn’t—or wouldn’t—share it. Not yet. And despite their flight from home, the clamoring questions hadn’t ceased. And it wasn’t just one organization, television station, or even government branch that wanted answers. It sometimes felt like everyone on Earth had an insatiable appetite for all things dragon.

A surprisingly positive benefit they had found once their travels had started was that a LGBTQIA+ network had sprung up to assist them in traveling cross-country with Gustopher. Friends would call cousins, cousins would call old military buddies, those buddies would call colleagues, business partners, and so on. A daisy chain of places sprang up in all directions; all they needed to do was pick their route. This was one less logistic to sort out.

Brant liked to joke and call the resource network “The Rainbow Route,” but the truth was that they were both relieved to be welcomed into homes where they could feel safe. When you didn’t have a place to tether to, a sanctuary to rest and get a hot meal was worth a great deal. In Nico’s case, a place of privacy to maintain his weekly hormone shot. An added bonus was the ability to speak freely among new friends, to truly be themselves after the tension of the last six months of feeling scrutinized, even sensationalized. The generosity of strangers humbled him in ways he had not experienced directly. Not until now.

Of course, Brant’s favorite method to repay their hosts was to whip up some kind of baked goods to leave behind. Brant’s philosophy was that leaving a new friend’s house with the smell—and promise—of a little treat was the highest compliment he could give. Brant’s phone would ping with yet another happy message of delight as soon as they departed, along with assured offers that they could come back any time they needed to.

It wasn’t always possible to stay on The Route, though. They stuck to back roads and byways as much as possible to avoid detection, especially since Gustopher couldn’t maintain xer perception spell at all times. Sometimes an opportunity was too far into crowded city areas, or there just wasn’t room for Gustopher to eat, sleep, or take off for flight. It was possible for Gustopher to fly to a remote area outside of a city where Brant and Nico were lodged, but that was a risky proposition. They tried as much as possible to travel as a trio for safety and comfort. No one wanted to risk separation or one of them getting caught. It was a delicate dance; Nico could communicate with Gus easily in mindspeak, but that left Brant in the dark if something were to happen to Nico. And while they were mostly hounded by newspapers, TV crews, social media personalities, and just people in general, there was no question that the military and science goons were eventually going to show up.

When Nico and Brant had left Multnomah, their faces had been plastered to the public for several weeks by the relentless media, making it doubly hard to keep a low profile. This is why the Rainbow Route had been so powerful; it allowed Nico and Brant to rest without interrogation, learn about others’ lives, and see some beautiful landscapes in the process.

Nico and Brant’s friendship had certainly been tested as well. Brant had an easier time being around someone 24/7 since he was extroverted and had spent much of his adulthood around fellow soldiers. And Nico had grown up in a large Mexican family, which meant loud, boisterous, regular celebrations with food. But they were each struggling in their own ways. Brant didn’t like having to be so remote all the time, and Nico’s introversion chafed at the constant proximity to Brant.

It was bound to happen; they got irritable with one another and started snapping in conversation. Gustopher was never a part of these bicker sessions; instead, xer chose to fly off in search of food or to commune with other animals, presumably. Nico and Brant had found xer deep in meditative silence several times, but xer never shared what, or who, xer was in mindspeak with.

Nico sometimes daydreamed about being back home with all of their troubles magically resolved. He would go back to the botanical garden or even open his own. Brant would continue making incredible new confections. They would be free to pursue their relationships with Bisan and Oded. Gustopher would live in the mountains in a big cave where they could visit xer and swim in the freshwater lakes. Other dragons could come and visit their family. In his mind’s eye, he could see a tattered but well-loved bumblebee plushie being passed from Gustopher’s mouth to a new, young dragon, and his throat tightened at the happy thought.

Bringing himself back to the present, his daydream reminded him of one aspect of the trip he was most looking forward to: meeting other dragons. During the long hours on the road, they often brought the conversation back around to the few facts that Remi had deigned to tell them on his cryptic call: that they were going to New Orleans to meet a new dragon, and that that dragon had counterparts. Nico was curious what the new “Brant and Nico” would be like. They had discussed what this new dragon’s name might be, occasionally teasing Gustopher with questions, but xer was a locked vault when it came to dragon culture and never said a word.

Without the painstaking process of getting xer mojo back or being confined to a windowless basement, Gustopher was enjoying the trip immensely. Away from the prying eyes of the public—both supporters and detractors—xer now had the freedom to fly and hunt. Meeting people along the Route had afforded many new friendships, and Gustopher took full advantage of the diversity of friends.

Only a week into their trip, Brant had remarked dryly that, “For a dragon who doesn’t like the attention, xer sure spends a lot of time showing off.” He was referring to a common scene among their new acquaintances. To see Gustopher’s forest-green scales catching the light as xer stretched xer wings or hearing a deep rumble-chuff of happiness when tentative human hands stroked along xer long neck. The swish of xer tail back and forth, a favorite among the children as they hopped over the metronome-like motion. Xer eyes shone with contentment at those moments, and Nico’s heart expanded with a wide shiver of happiness from the sight.

Nico turned back to the map and began planning out that day’s route. A few hours later, the bags were packed, the van was loaded, the supplies were restocked, and they were back in motion following the ribbon of the road as it cut gently through Mother Nature.

Brant took the wheel while Nico contacted the next house on the Rainbow Route and checked in with Gus.

How are the skies today? Nico spoke to Gustopher in their mind link.

The bond between them had grown strong enough that Nico could feel the ripples of hot air pumping under Gus’s wings, powerful muscles surging with exertion. The stretch of Gus’s body made Nico feel limber, like he could open his own arms wide and take everyone on Earth into his protection.

Do you have a word in English for warm air that rises with silica particles? Or the smell of fear as birds flap their trembling wings, fleeing under my shadow? Gus asked in an amused tone.

I’ll get back to you, let me just check my pocket dictionary, Nico shot back easily.

Nico paused briefly, considering his thoughts from earlier. He took as many chances as he dared to ask the dragon more about what they would expect to find in New Orleans. While Brant had an easy-going nature, Nico struggled with anxiety, and that worry plagued him with all the unknowns before them.

So it looks like we’ll be in New Orleans in just a few weeks, Nico prompted, a cautious hopefulness in his voice.

Yes, we will meet a dragon and their kin, Gustopher replied, a touch of yearning in xer voice.

Kin? Nico asked, adding a lilt of curiosity despite the nervous lump in his throat. This was the first time in days that Gustopher had said anything about their trip, and this new word in their conversation piqued Nico’s interest. He had no doubt that Gus had let the word drop on purpose. Xer did nothing by accident.
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Yes, kin. The bejeweled one will explain everything when we arrive, Gus said dismissively, indicating that sharing time was over.

You mean Ms. Marguerita? Nico asked, trying to prolong the conversation. He was relieved to hear that she would be there. She had a rough demeanor but a real fondness for their little family.

Yes. She will help us to wake the stone lions next, Gustopher replied.

Nico’s shock was evident as he both thought and blurted out loud in the car, “Wait, what lions?!” Brant risked a glance away from the road, a look of confusion in his eyes.

Gustopher made an irregular grumbling sound for a reply that Nico had learned was a snort of mischievous dragon laughter.

Nico turned to Brant. “I don’t like this new jokey dragon who teases me. Is it too late to put xer back?” Nico muttered, but there was no malice in it.

Brant snorted, and it was eerie how close it was to Gustopher’s from a moment ago.

“That souffle has fallen, my friend. What’s this about lions?” he asked as he rounded the van around a steep curve in the road. The sound of bottles and bags rolling around, clattering on the back floor, could be heard in response.

“Oh, nothing. Xer is just teasing me with false information. It turns out a dragon has someone called their ‘kin,’ though. Is that what we are, you think?” Nico asked, holding on to the safety bar attached to the roof above his seat as Brant reduced their speed. The road was deserted, making it a very bad place for their vehicle to break down. Good for keeping out of sight, bad for emergencies.

Brant made a hmm’ing sound as he considered the question.

“It’s hard to say. I’ve noticed Gus chooses xer words pretty distinctly. What you or I might consider kin, a dragon might think of differently. Context is everything, right?” He thought about it for a second, then shrugged it off.

“Only time will tell, I suppose.” His brows creased momentarily in concentration.

“It’s worth adding an entry to that journal of yours, though, just in case.”

“That’s a good idea,” Nico replied, reaching into the bag that was always at his feet. He pulled out the thick, rust-colored journal that was crammed nearly open with drawings, napkins, receipts, notes, fragments of scales, and even a shard from one of Gus’s talons. Nico had no idea what the material was, but he kept it, nonetheless. He figured any and all of it would be useful someday.

“You know, we really should get a lockbox for that thing. It’s become the most important asset to all this knowledge we’ve gained. Short of Gus xerself, of course.” Brant said, thoughtfully.

“Look who woke up with the big brain this morning,” Nico joked, “you are just full of good ideas today.”

“Yeah, I guess I’ve finally hit my road trip groove,” Brant smiled warmly in response.

Nico nodded in agreement and clumsily flipped to one of the few blank pages left. He started a fresh page with the title, “KIN,” staring at it. After a few minutes, he sighed in frustration at not having anything to write and instead just stared out at the scenery, occasionally drifting into Gustopher’s perspective, feeling the delicious air against his face, reveling in the open skies.
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One Month Later

New Orleans

Gustopher knew that there was a dragon nearby, and it rankled xer to move as slowly as the human kin. Xer needed to see this dragon. It had been too long, and xer quest was just getting started. How would Gus ever find what xer was looking for if they were all reduced to physical travel? It was such an impractical way to meet. For the millionth time in xer long life, Gus was saddened by humanity’s loss of speaking with their minds. It was simpler, more strategic. Dragons could exchange sentiments, make plans, and form complex bonds, all through mindspeak. It involved layers of consent, naturally, as you wouldn’t intrude on another’s mindscape any more than you would barrel into someone’s home and start rifling through their drawers and cabinets.

Gustopher was on a mission to find something particular. Something xer wasn’t inclined to share with xer kin, despite the risks they had taken on xer behalf. It just...wasn’t time yet. Humans were too rushed, too urgent. Always acting like there was a fire in their underclothes.

Patience was so much harder to practice the closer one was to the goal. Xer would try to reach out to this dragon again. For some reason, the connection was a mere thread, just a presence. No direct communication as of yet. It might be the distance. It might be that the other dragon was injured or not finished transforming back to full size. Gustopher tried not to worry, but it was very, very difficult. After waiting centuries, as still and patient as a stone gargoyle—heh, good one—xer didn’t want to wait...

“Eldest, is that really you? Are you near?”

Gustopher startled at the voice in xer head. Relief crashed through Gustopher as xer realized who it was. Delison, the dragon whose affinity was music. Delison’s roots went as far back as Gustopher’s. It was an ancient joke between them, calling each other “Eldest.” The truth was, no creature—dragon or otherwise—knew who the oldest was.

“Stars everlasting! Delison, yes. It is Gustopher. It is good to hear you. I am very near, a day at most. My human kin travel slowly. You know how they move.”

They each shared a feeling of amusement at the well-known, tedious pace of humans. To dragons, it compared to the way a human felt watching a snail inch across a single path.

“Eldest, there is something I must tell you, warn you about before your arrival—”

Gustopher’s conversation was interrupted by Nico making a request.

“Gus? Can you direct us to where you want us to go? We’re at the city limits, but New Orleans is a big place,” Nico asked aloud for Brant’s benefit. He buzzed with a blend of excitement and exhaustion. They had been driving all day at Nico’s encouragement, as he had felt his dragon’s urgency and impatience. It was well after midnight, which worked in their favor, helping shield the meeting about to take place.

Gustopher reached out again in xer mind for Delison, but xer had faded to the thin thread again. Xer sighed inwardly. Patience, Gus thought.

The dragon guided the van through the eclectic city, turning this way and that down narrow streets and alleyways. It had grown easier for Gus to strengthen xer illusion magic the closer xer got to Delison. The city hummed with pockets of musicians and singers lilting their souls to the ink-stained skies, the sounds almost palpable as they drifted up on the warm currents, bouncing lazily along the avenues headed toward the Mississippi River. The lights of the city were soft by comparison, delicate and poised like a debutante standing and waiting to make her entrance down a grand staircase. But underneath it all was a barely disguised hunger, a yearning to break the veil that perpetually cloaked the city. There were two realms in New Orleans: the natural and supernatural. There was an otherworldly sensibility in the air. It uncoiled from a mist that came out of nowhere.

The feeling that something momentous was about to happen was palpable in the van. Even Brant could feel the rising sense of reunion in Gus. They finally pulled up in front of a lovely little boutique hotel in the French Quarter. As Nico and Brant climbed out wearily, Nico glanced up and read a scrollwork sign: ‘Hotel Villa Convento.’ Just as they were taking in the hotel’s exterior, the door burst open, and Remi popped his head out.

“Come in, my darlings! Everyone awaits you.”
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Ms. Marguerita’s hands were clasped neatly in front of her to keep the trembling from being evident to the two young men who had just arrived. She needed to keep up her reputation as having a strong, dissatisfied demeanor. The truth was, she was worried for her dragon, Delison. Something had happened to Deli’s wing and left xer injured since she had seen xer last, and she prayed that Gus would be able to help her dragon.

She had been separated from Delison when she went away to University to study folklore and complete her master’s degree. Deli had been in good health when she left, and she had promised to come back as soon as she was able. But in the frantic and exhausting blur that was Uni, she came out of it in a daze and realized that several years had passed, and by the time she came home, an accident had occurred. Her clumsy father had broken off Deli’s wing while xer was hibernating. He had tried to move the statue to a storage barn but dropped xer on the ground, severing an entire wing. Marguerita was crushed with no idea what to do. She tried speaking to the dragon, but no answer came. Only a thin thread of their connection hummed in the back of her mind.

Marguerita had tried for years to get Deli to come out of hibernation, but to no avail. Other than one remarkable night when she was 16 years old, the dragon would not, or could not, come out of it. That was, until eight months ago.

When she had been called to Multnomah to act as ambassador for the local magical tribunal, she had been away in London mitigating a dispute between the pixies and the vampires there. A tiresome skirmish that usually cropped up every ten years or so. Those two species couldn’t help but antagonize each other over the ages.

In Multnomah, she had felt Delison had not only come out of hibernation but experienced the incredible sensation of xer hiding as a stowaway, crossing the Atlantic Ocean to the Caribbean islands, then swimming clumsily up through the Florida Keys to New Orleans. Why Deli had chosen that city, Marguerita had no idea, but she felt the injured dragon become close with Ruby and Tommy, a pair of fraternal twins. The scholar in her told her to verify the facts, whereas the lonely teenager in her told her that she could trust Delison completely. She didn’t understand why; she may never understand it. She accepted this as fact for the time being. If her dragon friend wanted to go to New Orleans and add to their little family of two, there had to be a reason.

She took a deep breath and addressed Brant first, who looked mildly surprised to see her.

“Ms. Marguerita. It’s lovely to see you again,” Brant clasped her hand gently, giving it a delicate shake. He felt the tremble in it, and she withdrew quickly. He gave her a questioning look, which she ignored.

Nico smiled broadly as he addressed her. “Yes, it is good to see you. It feels like years since we were all seated around our cozy little dining room table. I can feel that Gustopher is quite impatient to have us all gathered,” he smiled at her knowingly.

Her urgency at wanting Delison healed overcame any niceties she would’ve given to the gardener with the marvelous journal. “I’m afraid the pleasantries and updates will have to wait. Come to the roof, please,” she said in her classic, abrupt manner. Brant grinned at the brusqueness. He loved Ms. Marguerita.

They all climbed the stairs to the roof, Ms. Marguerita swatting Brant’s hand away as he tried to help her on the final few steps. She was winded after climbing the four stories, but she wasn’t about to accept help. She wasn’t that infirm. Keeping youngsters guessing as to her age and abilities was one of Marguerita’s favorite hobbies.

As the four of them walked up to the rooftop, the twins could be seen standing across the top of the hotel. The stars were out, and the moon was just a sliver, hanging low in the sky. They were standing close to the edge, and Nico was struck by how formidable they looked. They were tall and muscular, with boxy shoulders and square hips. They were both at ease in their bodies, the way natural athletes were. Nico could see their faces were long and oval, with warm, chestnut-brown eyes that crinkled as they smiled. They both wore jovial expressions; eyebrows raised on their high, heart-shaped foreheads. The woman’s hair was of rich, shoulder-length, tight curls, and the man had his hairline trimmed close with a sharp fade leading down to a beard.

Nico was so distracted by the twins that when he saw the second dragon, he gasped. Brant’s sharp intake of breath could be heard a second later.

The dragon was a bright purplish violet with an elongated dark orange neck. Xer scales were sleek and shimmering faintly in the moonlight. Xer was almost the same height as Gustopher, with more elegant lines along the spinal ridges. Delison had a square jawline that jutted forward, giving xer a look of defiance. But Nico could make out the gentle expression gazing at them thoughtfully from a pair of heterochromic eyes; one silver, one green.

Right away, Nico could see that one wing had been severed, ending in a matte-black, incomplete appendage. There was no tear to the wing membrane, no fingers or knuckles. Xer forearm just ended in a stump. It looked...wrong. Delison fluttered the other wing gently on the breeze, standing still, waiting for them to approach.

Ruby stood by xer protectively. Nico could feel Gustopher was very close now and would be arriving at any moment.
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Everyone seemed to be holding their collective breath as Gustopher landed softly and silently, gracefully. You could hear a pin drop as the two dragons reunited. Delison’s expressions flashed quickly in succession. Nico noticed an urgency first as xer eyes quickly assessed Gus’s health, then a wave of blissful relief, but the injured dragon winced in pain as xer struggled to approach. Xer eyes glowed faintly as they looked at Gus against the backdrop of the indigo night sky.

Gustopher also went through several realizations that Nico recognized: sadness, frustration, and then held a determined set to xer jaw. Gustopher approached Delison slowly, as if xer speed could somehow hurt the other.

As Gus took in Delison’s appearance, xer noticed the injured wing. Gustopher approached faster now, and as xer reached Delison, Gustopher snapped up xer wings, completely enclosing them both, their tails interlocking and closing off the gaps. This formed a curved, protective barrier between them and the humans and vampire. The two dragons began a very low rumble, almost musical in nature.

A few moments passed as everyone present waited to see if the dragons would emerge. When nothing happened, it was clear that whatever it was was private and not to be disturbed, so they turned to each other.

Ms. Marguerita made the introductions all around, calling Ruby and Tommy her “kin”. Nico startled at the term and looked pointedly at Brant, and a little reluctantly at Remi.

“Is that what we all are?” he asked, looking at Ms. Marguerita. “Are we kin to Gustopher?”

“From what I can tell, yes. Each of you three”—she gestured to Brant, Nico, and Remi in turn—“has been chosen by Gustopher and had direct communication through mindspeak. You have each been in xer confidence and risked great danger to keep xer safe. You have cared for one another, shared difficult times together, and made commitments toward a future,” She paused slightly, looking at the twins. They smirked at her in reply.

“Something similar has happened with us three, though it was more abrupt. I’m still getting used to the development,” she said, a wry tone evident.

The larger male twin approached them. He was built like a linebacker, broad shoulders and muscular legs. He was all bulky mass and brute strength. He appeared to be in his late 20s with the same smooth, tawny-colored skin as his sister. His eyes held an open and delighted amusement. His smile was crooked and broad with straight, white teeth above a convex nose. He strode over to shake hands, bouncing excitedly on the balls of his feet.

He addressed Brant first. “Don’t mind Ms. Rita, my dudes. She’s what happens when you put too much salt in the gumbo, if you catch my drift. Name’s Tommy,” he pumped the baker’s hand up and down, enveloping his hand entirely. Brant’s grin at finding a kindred soul faltered a little in pain at the powerful grip.

Tommy quickly let go, slapping Brant genially on the arm. Brant winced at that, too.

“Sorry about that! I regularly forget my strength as an L.A. Ruby’s constantly telling me to ease up on the normies,” he turned to Nico and strode over with his hand out. Nico took it cautiously, bracing himself for the same treatment as Brant. But Tommy only exaggerated a delicate handhold, shaking it with utmost gentleness a couple of times. He laughed at himself and turned to Remi.

Remi glanced down at the outstretched hand with a pointedly cool look. Then a vicious smile came across his face, and he took Tommy’s hand. Instantly, the two men locked eyes as they tried to squeeze the other as tightly as possible. The tension in the room spiked, but Ruby just rolled her amber eyes and turned away. She was identical in build to her brother, with a frame that held more curves than her angular sibling. She ran a hand across the pineapple ponytail that was tied up in a silk green turban wrap.

Nico tried to break the stand-off with a clarifying question meant to distract the two machismos.

“What was the acronym you used, ‘L.A.’? What does that mean?”

Tommy broke his gaze from Remi’s, releasing the vampire’s hand suddenly. Tommy seemed like the type who was easily distracted. He came back to stand in front of Nico, towering over him.

“Well, some people call us ‘werewolves,’ but I prefer the term Lupine-American—”

Ruby turned back suddenly, snapping at her brother, “Don’t be an asshole, Tommy. Stop messing with people you don’t know. Delison is injured, these people are guests in our city, and we need to make as many...alliances as we can,” she glanced at Remi reluctantly, only making eye contact for a moment. “I apologize for my brother. He often tries out his humor at inappropriate moments.” Remi gave her a respectful tilt of his head, closing his eyes briefly in order to neutralize the tension. But when he opened his eyes again, his frown was pointed at Tommy.

Brant watched all this with an appraising eye. “Well, seems like there’s no lack of things to discuss. If the two dragons are going to be communing for a bit, why don’t we head downstairs and get better acquainted?”

Nico, Ruby, and Tommy all nodded their agreement. Ms. Marguerita stared at the dragon pairing; her face pinched with worry. Remi, surprisingly tender, moved closer to her, taking her arm, prompting her away.

“Delison will be in good claws. Besides, if Gustopher wanted or needed us, xer would just use mindspeak. They have both closed their minds. We might as well see what can be learned, yes?”

Ms. Marguerita seemed to come back from a distant thought, and as she followed the group down the stairs, she spoke to the back of Tommy’s head.

“And don’t think you can call me Rita, you arrogant pup,” she snapped.

Tommy’s laughter boomed down the echoing stairs.
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Chapter 4
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The next several hours were nothing short of astounding between the two new kin families.

Nico and Brant both compared their experiences with Ruby and Tommy, and it seemed they had been as different as night and day. For instance, they had found Gus when xer was quite small and had still needed time and strength to grow, whereas Delison had grown to full size somewhere in secret, away from all xer kin, including Ms. Marguerita. Additionally, Gustopher’s ability to send dream-visions of the past was not something Delison could, or would, do. So it fell to Nico to explain to the others about the history Gus had shared through the visions. Ruby and Tommy listened carefully, exchanging meaningful glances now and again.

Nico’s notebook was also something that surprised them, as it had not occurred to the twins to keep notes. They had met Delison at full size, where xer could feed xerself and find a place to hide during sleep. They didn’t have nearly the same information when it came to growth, diet, temperament, or other abilities. What they did have, however, was ample information on the effect of Delison’s affinity.

The music affinity was easier to track, observe, and catalog as compared to Gustopher’s affinity for gender diversity. Delison’s affinity meant xer brought out the musical qualities in all creatures near xer. This resulted in more birdsong, more musicians and bands practicing across the city, and more. Much more. The twins had plenty of stories of watching their dragon’s effect on parades, nightclubs, street parties, rap battles, and even one particularly exciting night, the opera.

Nico and Ruby had soon scooted their chairs close to one another and were swapping stories and laughing in solidarity. In contrast, Brant and Tommy sat on a nearby couch, occasionally asking questions of one another. Their conversation went a little like this:

Brant: So. Werewolf, huh? Best part of that?

Tommy: Eating as many steaks as I want until I wanna burst.

Brant nods contentedly.

Tommy: So. Bakery truck, huh? What’s the weirdest cookie combo you’ve done?

Brant: (winces slightly) Garlic and banana.

Tommy: HAHAHAAAAAAA. That sounds awful.

Both men laughed heartily.

But Remi and Ms. Marguerita stood in the corner talking in low voices. She decided on asking the vampire directly, not bothering to beat around the bush. Her gaze rested briefly on Ruby and Tommy as she spoke.

“Are you going to cause any issues with these two? I know your respective species do not like one another.” She scowled at the memories of the dozens of times she had brokered mediations between werewolves and vampire disputes.

“No, mon étoile, I will not be the one to kick up the dirt. I have a more...layered history than most vampires you will meet,” he said bitterly, a tinge of grief haunting his gaze upon the twins.

“Is that so?” Ms. Marguerita mused aloud. “I don’t suppose you would tell me what that is, would you?”

There was a long pause as Remi considered the question. His time of keeping secrets was coming to a close. At least, from this group. He had left the caves, and who knew what might be useful in the fight for Gustopher’s freedom? He decided to trust the small, angry Italian.

“I assure you, I have risked my life these last five years with the Camorra because of my choices to be friendly to wolf-kind.”

She looked startled at that and leveled an appraising glance at him. Her face softened as it took on a dreamy quality, lost in thought as she tried to remember something she had read in the newspapers.

As a scholar, Ms. Marguerita always kept track of any suspicious activity that seemed to be related to magickind. Especially before they had come out to humans.

She murmured softly, “Yes, of course. I know what you speak of. It must’ve been that horrible tragedy in Minneapolis five years ago. There was a fire, I recall, in the warehouse district. Several humans—and I suspect, a werewolf—were trapped inside and burned—”

Remi pushed off the wall sharply and turned from her, his shoulders hunched and shaking with tension. He stumbled a few paces, wiping his eyes. Everyone else was too busy in conversation to notice, but she followed behind. She did not dare to touch him. She waited for him to speak.

“Some of them were my friends and some, my lovers. Our fledgling group had all agreed to try to strike a balance between the humans and magickind.”

“Did you warn the factions what you were trying to do first?” asked Ms. Marguerita gently.

“We did, but both the Camorra and the Alfan protested against it. We went against their ‘recommendation’ because we thought our numbers were too small to be a threat,” he let out a bitter laugh under his breath. “We had a second vampire and a pixie with us, too,” he broke off, taking a few steadying breaths before resuming.

“They were murdered,” he said with a chilling detachment, looking at Ruby and Tommy across the room, but the anger and accusation quickly seeped back in his voice. “Those of us who drank blood and ate animals were making an effort to reduce our damage and devastation on the human world. We wanted to change our reputation from bloodthirsty killers,” he laughed harshly. “The humans among us were learning how to stay calm around the supernatural transformations. The pixies were learning not to steal and communicate without bargaining. We were getting along,” he finished.

Ms. Marguerita did reach out, then, to grasp Remi by the shoulder. “You know how old these disputes are.”

Remi nodded, looking down at his clenched fists. He relaxed them slowly, flexing his fingers almost absent-mindedly.

“As I said, it will not be me who causes a fuss.” He turned to her then, lowering his gaze and staring at her with
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