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​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​...

Ariel didn't mean to build a town that catered for criminals. It just sort of happened. She needed a place to lay low. Apparently not aging for a hundred years is incredibly suspicious.

When a newcomer asks her for help to go after the treasures hidden under the Hunting Mansion, she thinks it would be a good opportunity to spread her wings... and grow her treasure hoard. Only one problem. Everyone who had gone after the treasure was never seen nor heard from again. Ariel wasn't going to let a little thing like that stop her.

With a small team, including the newcomer who is so much more than he seems, they infiltrate the Hunting Mansion and work on gaining their trust to gain access to the Hunting treasure.

Soon, they learn that what lays beneath are not at all what they expect to find and Ariel learns that longevity does not mean immortality.

Ariel is thrown into a world with dragon eggs, vampires, werewolves, unicorns, and the greed of mankind and the lengths that some are willing to go to keep their treasures...
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​​​​​Chapter One
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Ariel was, by no action or choice of her own, a Crime Lord. Not a Criminal Mastermind. That would imply that thinking and effort had gone into making her what she was, that she had sought after the profession willingly.

Her siblings joked that she collected criminals the same way Leana collected crowns and Otto collected pearls. Leana's collection was surprisingly bigger than Otto's despite being more niche. Otto liked to argue that it was only bigger because she included the skulls of the kings and queens who owned the crowns. Leana's collection was going to grow smaller with time, seeing as there weren't many kings and queens left in the world and she couldn't attack them as she did in the old days. Leana maintained that Pearls are just shiny choking hazards.

When asked to take a side, Ariel insisted that crowns and skulls and pearls were all equally beautiful... but her siblings didn't really believe in her taste. Not that she blamed them. She didn't have a hoard like they did. Oh, they all collected jewelry and shiny things. Gold, silver, gemstones, diamonds, all the general things that dragons covet and collect.

They had to be careful not to get their hands (claws) into each other's hoards. Ariel more than her siblings, really, because of the Crime Lord thing. It had happened a couple of times before and she had to set certain areas as off-limits. Sometimes, her people thought off-limits meant high risk high return. It was generally just high risk. Leana had more crowns than she had skulls and Otto.. Otto hadn't really gotten used to the idea that they shouldn't eat people anymore.

It was important that nobody found out about them being dragons. Times used to be simpler. They used to be able to exist out in the open. People used to believe in them. Now they were a thing of fantasies and storybooks. They were myths.

Ariel isn't a myth. She was a dragon, the youngest of three siblings. The only three dragons left in existence. If there was another, they haven't met them in over a hundred years. Tens of thousands, if her siblings were asked. She hatched two hundred years ago. A baby, really, according to her siblings. There were other eggs, but was told that it was unlikely that any of them were going to hatch.

"They could, though?" Ariel remained hopeful.

"Our siblings will not be joining us." Otto said, but Ariel can't help but notice that he spent the majority of his time at or near where the egg nest was and checked on them often, wishing for another miracle like her. Otto and Leana had spent such a long time guarding the eggs that they probably told themselves they weren't going to hatch in order to stop themselves from having too much hope. It was a terrible thing, waiting and hoping without knowing if there was anything to hope for.

Otto and Leana doted on her and kept her close for the first fifty years they were together, but she grew tired of hiding with him. They were fearful of almost everything and so focused on surviving that it made living difficult.

They were getting better at not being so paranoid, though. Otto no longer spent all his time at the nest, though he still spent the majority of his time there.

Ariel would have a video camera set up in the cave if she wasn't as paranoid about others finding out about their unhatched siblings as Otto and Leana. It was harder to fit in now. back in the day, they could just disappear for a handful of years and return as their cousins or bastard child and their likeness would be enough to convince those around them. People's memories were pretty terrible back then. Nowadays, there were video cameras and DNA analysis.

Ariel knew technology was going to be a problem very early on, when monochrome photography was first invented. The first black and white image was from a window and it was blurry enough that she did not think much of it. A dozen years later, there was another invention, one that used polished silver-plated copper that was treated to make the surface light-sensitive and then exposed in a camera for long enough that images could be captured. The shorter exposure time allowed for the photographing of people and in the years following that, professionals and the rich started doing portraits. Then, there was the invention of roll film that allowed even amateurs to take pictures of whatever their heart desired.

It was going to be a problem if their likeness was taken on said pictures and people began to realize that her and her siblings had not changed at all in all those years.

She found this out the hard way when she stayed at a particular location for too long. She had gotten comfortable playing the role of a seamstress. She had her own store and enjoyed making colorful creations for her customers. When she realized they had started aging, she got herself a white hair wig that helped her pretend to be older than she was for a good ten years. And then she 'retired' and handed over the store to her daughter.

It was important to not make connections, not to let people get so close to them that they notice things that they shouldn't. But a boy who had clung close to his mother and came to the shop well into his adulthood noticed despite her making sure not to interact with them for too long. He was too curious to let things go and asked- demanded, really, that she told him the truth. He had taken pictures of her and seen through her disguise that weren't really very convincing to begin with. A wig didn't hide the fact that she had been twenty-something-years-old for years.

She burned down shop and moved away overnight.

It was heartbreaking.

Otto was convinced she should have just eaten the boy. Leana would have appreciated another skull in her collection.

It was a lesson that she took to heart, however. She knew she needed a place to settled down where people wouldn't ask questions and, if they did, they would be convinced to look the other way. She had the money. If there was one thing that she suffered no lack of, it's money. Her siblings and her had always had a propensity for shiny things, after all.

She started by buying a piece of land because having a place to lay down her roots was important to her. She knew it was dangerous to be attached to a single location, but she had been alive for two hundred years and she knew it was a flaw of hers that was not going to be changing anytime soon. She liked having a place to call home. She enjoyed the familiarity and did not like having to move every few years, as her siblings do.

"We've had more practice," Otto and Leana told her when she asked them how they could do it, abandon everything and restart their lives.

So, she bought a huge piece of land and hired people to build houses. Dozens of them. She needed just one, but it wouldn't hurt to have neighbors. Then, she built office buildings with the intention of renting space out. Rent. Everything could only be rented and she allowed very short leases that could only be renewed for a handful of years before they had to move on. Same with the houses. Dirt cheap rental, but they were only allowed to stay for five years. Seven, if they're really down on their luck.

There were background checks. She didn't care about criminal records, only that they were not related to those who had stayed here before because the last thing she wanted was generations of families who knew her and would ask questions.

She had a house that was furthest from everyone else, hidden by tall trees and a graveyard with a poltergeist problem that she encouraged by adding cursed items to the mausoleum ever few years.

Her cheap rent drew people down on their luck, people who had trouble with the law and couldn't find places to live elsewhere. People who couldn't be hired elsewhere.

When technology started being something else that she worried about, she made sure to hire people who were good at it. People who coded and built machines, developed new technology and made things that she couldn't convince her siblings were real. They still found it hard to accept that they could talk over the phone these days. She was one of the first to venture into the foray of technological entrepreneurship, identifying high-potential, technology-intensive commercial opportunities and gathering talent while using her capital to manage growth. She didn't have the problem of running out of investors. She was the primary and sole investor, the one at the top of the foodchain who decided what went and what stayed.

The thing was, she hired people who knew what they were doing and she paid well. With the technology department, came the need for accountants and consultants, lawyers and public relation officers, human resources and security measures.

It all just sort of spiraled out of her control.

She built an empire that looked legitimate from the ground up, but beneath the surface layer that paid taxes with CEOs who joined meetings and went to parties, there were departments that dealt with making sure her face was never saved in any database, teams of people whose entire purpose was to scour the internet to make sure the identity of her siblings and her are kept secret. She had people who could make a person disappear and untraceable, people who knew how to acquire shiny new things for her collection.

And when these people got married and had children, it only made sense to build schools and have other resources available to them. Grocery stores, post offices, museums, libraries, parks, cinemas...

"It's a little too much for a hoard, isn't it, darling?" Leana had asked when she came to visit. There was a lull in activity in the winter months, where the days were so cold that it made sense for everyone to just stay indoors.

"This- this isn't my hoard!" she argued. Hoards are sensible things that could be kept safe and hidden. If this were her hoard, it would be terrible. It's all out in the open with too many moving parts.

"Would you give it up?" Leana asked, narrowing her eyes at her.

"Of course not!" It had taken her years to get everything set up just the way she wanted them. And then, she murmured, "but if I must, I'll just bring a few people with me." She had a list of names in a safe in the house. The best of the best in their fields. People she knew who could be trusted to keep secrets and would be able to provide her the anonymity that she required to blend in with civilization.

Leana smiled that beautiful serene smile that had brought down empires in another lifetime. "Ah yes, you've finally found your hoard, then."

"Stop saying hoard."

"Your treasures are people," Leana nodded to herself. "A little unconventional, but you're a growing dragon. Haven't even gotten your first scale yet."

"I have so!" Leana was the only person in the world, other than her brother, who was capable of making her feel young.

"Have you shifted?"

She has not, but Leana didn't need to know that. For a while, they worried that she wouldn't be able to shift at all. She had hatched as a dragon, stumbling out of the egg with sharp claws and wings as dark as midnight. They got one good look at her before she sneezed and took on human form. A self defense mechanism, they had said. Even as a hatchling, she had been worried about blending in.

"It's fine if you can't," Leana said. Otto had said the same thing to her for ages. He had accepted that she could be a human-dragon instead of a dragon disguised as human. It means she could be safer. Probably.

Speaking of being safe... "You have to be careful about where you fly, Leana," she approached the topic carefully. "The airspace is monitored these days."

"Monitored? Airspace?"

"Yes. Countries have ownership of air now," she said.

"Don't be ridiculous. Men can't own the air. It would be like claiming ownership of the ocean," she huffed.

"Well, about that..." Ariel started and then decided against telling her sister about freedom of the seas and all that. There was no point arguing about it, really. She'll just have to get Aden to work on getting rid of all sightings of her. He thought Leana was some sort of alien aircraft. Impossible, he had said at some point, the young man adding that the flight patterns were too bizarre. And there was the matter of her disappearing into the waters and reappearing again a few hours later. They isn't technology to make that possible. Ariel simply told him not to worry about it. He probably thought Ariel was some sort of alien overlord and decided it would be cool to keep working for her.

He was a sweet boy, smart as a whip and eager to please. He got in trouble with the law a few years ago for hacking into a foreign government's banking system. Apparently he did it because he could. He wasn't even planning to do anything with it. He was twenty-one, but looked like he was in his late teens, gangly limbs like he had a growth spurt and didn't know what to do with himself.

Normal people his age would go to college, but he could probably teach his professors a thing or two instead of the other way round. He really was a very capable young man, aside from all the illegal troubles that he got himself into. He had come to her for help and she recalled paying off a sizable bounty on his head so that he would no longer be hunted.

He really wasn't the normal sort of people she took in.

Not that there were normal kinds of people. The nature of her town made it so that she had almost every sort of people here.

Curious people used to be the kind that she would actively avoid, but lack of curiosity, she learned the hard way, led to stagnancy. It led to other people winning.

She abhorred losing.

So, the Crime Lord thing.

It wasn't deliberate. She just managed to gather all the great minds who also happened to be on the run from someone or something with the ability to pay off the bounties on their heads if they proved themselves useful enough.

She accidentally built a reputation of that, honestly.

"Are you listening to me, Ariel?"

Not really, but she nodded and said, "Of course, Leana."

Leana didn't look convinced, narrowing her eyes at her. She sighed. "Just try to go outside every once in a while?"

"We are out," Ariel gestured around them. They were at her favorite restaurant and she had ordered her usual, but it tasted a little different today. She flagged down a waitress and asked, "Why does the food tastes different today, Josephine?"

Josephine looked at the two of them and for a moment, seemed like she would like to head towards the exit. She was fine with Ariel when she's on her own, though. Josephine was very sweet. She dropped out of college and used to work as a secretary to some bigshot lawyer firm. Her employer was a sexist pig and delighted in taking advantage of his interns. Josephine, timidly as she was, tried to fight back and got caught in the fray. Her employers, being lawyers, got her in so much trouble that she was homeless by the end of everything. It really wasn't fair at all and when she applied to stay at Janthum, Ariel didn't see why that would be a problem.

She had asked Josephine if she would like to take on a more professional role, but Josephine just wanted to work someone peaceful and not worry about office politics.

She remembered having to get rid of some stuff over at Josephine's office after having her here and retrieving some pictures and keepsakes belonging to Josephine's children.

Josephine found Ariel a little intimidating, but was never outright frightened of her. She was one of the few people who would make the trip through the haunted graveyard to her house, just to deliver her some snacks because she worried about what she ate. Unlike normal humans, Ariel didn't need to eat as many meals a day to sustain herself and often just forget to venture out of her home for more.

Destiney, her personal assistant often help make sure that her fridge is stocked and her freezer filled.

"We have a new chef in the kitchen," Josephine said, eyes darting towards the kitchen. Her lips thinned and she looked, for a moment, quite intimidating.

Leana hummed, "Is it not as good as usual, Ariel? I could have cooked for you at home if you were going to be picky."

Ariel huffed, "I'm not being picky. I just wanted to know why it was different, that's all. Jack usually seasons the meat with a little paprika."

"I'll let Elijah know," Josephine said.

"Elijah's the new chef?" she asked.

Josephine nodded. "Came in last week. Only every other day, though. I think he has another job in the morning."

"Two jobs? That's impressive," Leana said.

Josephine turned to her for a second before blushing and looking elsewhere. Leana has that affect on people. She was as terrifying as she was beautiful and she was extremely terrifying. "Yeah. I think he works at Aerouant Security?"

Ariel's eye twitched. "Does he?" There was only one Elijah at Aerouant Security at the moment and he had been hired only a few weeks ago. She'll pay the man a visit tomorrow.

Leana looked like she was bored with the conversation already. "Do you want your dish redone, Ariel?"

"No, no. This is good," Ariel said.

"Thank you," Leana said to Josephine, who lingered for a moment.

Ariel realized she was waiting for her to dismiss her. "Oh, this is fine, Josephine. I'm sorry to trouble you."

"No trouble at all," Josephine said with a bright smile. "I'll leave you two to it then," she said and walked away.

"There's something not right with that woman," Leana said.

"Josephine?" Ariel shook her head. "She's lovely. You just intimidate her, that's all," she said.

Leana frowned like she meant to say something, and then changed her mind. "I'm not talking about here, sister dear," Leana turned to Ariel and continued the conversation where they left off.

"What?"

"I mean you should go outside of your hoard, away from here."

"This isn't my hoard," she insisted.

Leana laughed and shook her head. "It may be unconventional, but this is your hoard," she said with the wisdom of someone who knew better. "And you need to leave every once in a while. It is not healthy to obsess and keep growing your hoard," she said. "This is how hoard madness begins. I would not have you succumb to it."

"Have you seen dragons lose themselves to it before?" Ariel leaned over the table, wanting more.

Leana didn't talk about dragons often. It made her sad because they were the only ones left. Leana sighed, "A few. It's quite upsetting. They find themselves incapable of leaving the hoard that they are guarding and rely on the kindness of others to keep them alive."

"Food and water?" It was hard to imagine a dragon bringing in supplies to another. Leana, in her true form, was bigger than a house. Even bigger than Otto, who was massive.

"We are, by nature, social beings, dear sister. Why do you think I make the trip to you and Otto so often. Otto, more than you, admittedly," she sighed.

"How's Otto doing?"

"Still hopeful about the others," she said. "But he will be fine," she pat her arm. "The next time I see you, I want to hear about something other than you expanding your criminal empire."

"This isn't a criminal empire!" she argued, but there was no use arguing with Leana once her mind was made up.

Leana smiled and told her to have more meat, and they enjoyed the rest of their meal in the sort of comfortable silence that Ariel could only find when she was with family.
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