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  Chapter 1
The Blind Date

[image: image-placeholder]

A blind date. Brianna thought she must have been sleeping, drunk, or genuinely out of her mind when she’d agreed to this. Her BFF would be laughing her ass off right now if she could see her sitting here. 
Across the table sat the most boring, tedious man she’d ever had the misfortune to meet. He snorted after every sentence, like some subconscious punctuation mark to underline his mundanity. Dandruff dusted his shoulders like snowflakes fallen from nowhere. He constantly pushed his glasses up his nose with nervous, jerky motions. His shirt was wrinkled and missing a button, and she wondered, not for the first time, who looked like that on a first date.
His name was James… something. She’d already forgotten the last name, which told her everything she needed to know about her level of interest. Maybe she could tell him she had a headache. Would it be too early to leave? Probably. But she was already two hours deep into this disaster, and she was never getting those hours back. The tiny Chinese restaurant smelled faintly of soy and disappointment.
Her phone buzzed again. Gigi.

—How is the big date going?—



If she had a proper “f*** off” emoji available, she would have sent it immediately. Brianna flipped the phone face-down on the table and tried to focus on the noodles in front of her.
Gigi, blissfully married with two kids, could not understand why her best friend was divorced, childless, and—according to her—unmotivated to fix the situation. Brianna had made her peace with the fact that she couldn’t have children; it was a medical reality she had accepted long ago. But Gigi kept arranging blind dates as if the right man would solve everything. He wouldn’t. Brianna had already survived the wrong man. She wasn’t in a hurry to repeat the experiment.
From the corner of her eye, she noticed him. Wide shoulders, a firm jaw, thick dark hair catching the restaurant lights like a halo intentionally designed for effect. A man who looked as if he had been assembled in a factory for the sole purpose of being looked at was sitting alone at the table behind her date. When their eyes met, he winked.
Winked?!
He glanced between her and James with a mischievous, open amusement, the expression of someone who understood the situation perfectly and found it endlessly entertaining. Brianna forced herself to look away, pretending to concentrate on her noodles as though she had not just been audibly observed and judged.
James asked if she wanted dessert. She did not. She mentioned an early meeting, hoping it would signal the end. He paid the bill without a word, lingering just long enough to check out their waitress in a way that would have embarrassed anyone less composed than Brianna. Then he turned hopeful eyes on her. 
Me, after the waitress. Wonderful. Brianna groaned inwardly.  She stood, wrapping her shawl tightly around her shoulders against the slight chill creeping through the restaurant.
“Excuse me,” said a smooth voice at her elbow. The man from the other table was there, calm, confident, and dangerously sure of himself, as if this sort of thing always worked and he had done it a thousand times. “As we have a meeting early tomorrow morning, would you mind going over some details tonight?”
He held her gaze, just a flicker of a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. 
Brianna made an instant decision. “Sure. Just let me say goodbye to my date.”
James did not look pleased, but Brianna ignored the sour expression, thanked him warmly and sincerely for the evening, and turned away before he could respond.
Outside, the Chicago wind whipped off the lake like punishment, tugging at her spaghetti-strap shirt and thin silk pants. She shivered, brushing a strand of hair from her face.
“Thanks,” she said to the stranger.
“You looked like you needed rescuing.”
“I was handling it,” she replied.
“Of course you were,” he said, without a hint of argument. “Can I buy you that drink anyway? I know a place close by. Private.”
“How private?”
“Very. Invitation only.” He produced a gold key card from his jacket pocket and held it up. “I’m Lucas.”
“Brianna.” She studied him for a moment: the tailored suit, the effortless confidence, the teeth that were slightly too white, slightly too large, too perfect for a normal mouth. A small alarm pinged somewhere in the back of her mind. She filed it away.
“Lead the way.” Why not? She told herself. The night couldn’t possibly get any worse.
The Chicago streets swallowed them in darkness, the wind tugging at her hair and coat, carrying a faint hint of something exotic and dangerous she couldn’t name. Lucas walked beside her, perfectly composed, a contrast to the biting cold and her nervous energy. She stole glances at him, noting the casual way he carried himself, the way his eyes seemed to see more than he should, and she felt the faint stir of unease alongside a reluctant curiosity.


      [image: image-placeholder]The building loomed above the Chicago streets, a glass-and-steel skyscraper that from the outside looked hollow, empty, almost abandoned. Its reflective surface mirrored the city lights like a smooth, unbroken mirror, giving nothing away. Lucas swiped the gold key card across a heavy iron door etched with symbols she didn’t recognize: a coiling dragon with scales etched in fine detail, Celtic-style knotwork that twisted endlessly upon itself, and something crescent-shaped that might have been a moon. The metal was cool under her fingers as he pushed it open.
Inside, the lobby was dark, the kind of darkness that made the few dim nightlights along the baseboards feel like they were barely keeping shadows at bay. The air smelled faintly of polished stone and ozone, a clean, almost metallic scent that made her nose flare. At the far end, a single elevator gleamed in gold and black.
“The bar is underground?” she asked.
“The best ones always are,” he replied and flashed his white teeths when he smiled.
He pressed the single gold button. The elevator descended slowly. The floor numbers were absent, leaving only a slow, almost imperceptible shift downward that seemed far deeper than any basement she’d expected in a Chicago high-rise. 
She pressed her hands against the smooth metal wall, gripping the railing as if it could anchor her. The faint scent of oil and machinery lingered, mixed with something sweet and earthy that teased her senses.
The doors opened.
Sound hit her first. A deep, throbbing bass that vibrated through her sternum, layered with a secondary undertone that was older and stranger, like long-forgotten horns played in a minor key, echoing through hidden pipes. Then came the light: amber, red, and deep blue rippling across surfaces that didn’t quite behave like walls were alive, folding and shifting subtly, reflecting the crowd in fractured patterns. Then the scent: smoke, incense, something feral and intoxicating that made her pulse quicken, and beneath it all, a faint trace of iron and musk that hinted at the power of those around her.
And then the people. Or what she had assumed were people.
The room stretched on impossibly, high ceiling swallowed by shadow. It was laid out like a decadent supper club: round tables glowing with candlelight, patrons laughing and leaning into each other, a long curved bar along one wall, the lacquered black surface reflecting the riot of colors around it. The crowd was elegant, loud, indulgent, but some of them had wings. She froze, heart hammering.
On a raised stage at the far end, a performer basked in a single spotlight. His body rippled, a shimmer like heat haze running from head to toe. The transformation was seamless: shoulders broadening, skin flecked with scales, a pair of leathery dark wings unfurling behind him, his face elongating, eyes turning gold with slit pupils. He held the shift for ten full seconds, the crowd erupting in cheers, before flowing back into human form and bowing with smooth, casual grace.
To the side, another performer was mid-shift: a woman becoming something wolf-adjacent, long-limbed, grey fur crawling over her skin, teeth multiplying in a grin too wide, too sharp. She moved with predatory grace before melting back into her human shape, catching a drink from a passing patron with a fluid ease.
Brianna’s mouth opened, then closed again. Legends, stories, paintings in museums… it was all real. Her pulse raced, adrenaline prickling her skin.
“First time underground?” Lucas asked, studying her expression with the particular satisfaction of someone who had seen this reaction before and enjoyed it every time.
“You could have warned me,” she muttered.
“The warning ruins the entrance,” he said lightly, guiding her toward the bar. “What would you like to drink?”
“Something strong,” she replied. 
He ordered for both of them. The bartender mixed a cocktail with a faint bluish glow, a tiny paper umbrella perched jauntily. The taste was sharp, citrusy, and carried a note she couldn’t identify, bitter and sweet in equal measure. She drank half in one long swallow, the burn and the strange flavors grounding her amidst the surreal scene.
The bar itself was polished black stone, smooth and cool under her fingertips. The bartender’s amber eyes with vertical pupils tracked her casually; no attempt to hide what they were. Two stools down, a man with scaled forearms laughed at something on his phone, oblivious to the human astonishment around him.
“So,” Brianna said, turning slightly to face Lucas, “Shapeshifters are real.”
“Yes,” he confirmed with a small nod.
“And you run… this,” she said, gesturing at the vast, pulsating room.
“Among other things. We’ve been in Chicago for thirty years: different businesses, different faces. But this, ” He glanced around, pride softening his tone. “This is home.”
“Where do you come from?” she asked.
He spoke, and she listened. He said, "Dragon shifters have existed alongside humans for millennia, mostly in secret. The ancient dragons, born of two dragon parents, have largely vanished from human civilization after the wars of the Middle Ages. What remained were the shifters: children of dragon fathers and human mothers, capable of transformation but lacking the full breadth of power of pure-blooded dragons."
“There are no female dragons anymore?” Brianna asked.
“None that we’ve found,” he said without a trace of sentiment. “The females were hunted first. Extinct, for all intents and purposes. Which is why we need human women.”
Something in his voice shifted. 
She noticed it, a quiet edge beneath the smooth cadence. She realized he was disappointed he had not found the real dragons. He worried that they don't exist anymore. 
The room around them continued to pulse with music, light, and smoke, but Brianna felt it all fade for a moment, the sound and scent dimming as the significance of his words settled in. The stakes, the history, and the danger was all here, layered beneath the glamour and spectacle.
Her heart still thudded, her senses alive to every flicker of movement, every reflected color, every whispered vibration of power She understood that nothing in her life, nothing mundane, ordinary, human, would ever feel the same again.
“Why do you need human women?”
“To carry our children,” he replied. He held her gaze, perfectly steady. “Shifters can only be born from a dragon father and a human mother. Without human women willing to carry our offspring, our line dies.”
“Willing,” Brianna repeated.
“It’s been… complicated,” Lucas said.
There it is, she thought.
A server appeared at her elbow… a young woman, dark-haired, with the quick careful movements of someone very alert. She set down a second drink Brianna hadn’t ordered, and as she did, something slid under Brianna’s hand on the bar. Small. Folded.
The server moved away without making eye contact.
Brianna palmed the note and kept her face neutral. 
Lucas was watching the stage, where a new performer was mid-shift: a bear, enormous, rearing up on its hind legs to approving noise from the crowd.
Brianna unfolded the note in her lap.

Back hallway. 

Green door. 

You need to see what’s there. 

— a friend


She folded it again and tucked it into her purse.
A wolf shifter, she thought, remembering the server’s eyes: pale gold, slightly luminous. 
And she wants me to see something Lucas doesn’t want me to see.
“Excuse me a moment,” Brianna said. “Bathroom.”
Lucas nodded, his attention still on the stage.
She walked toward the back of the room.
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