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        To all my favorite dragons…

        Fierce and fantastic, the lot of you.
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      I have been obsessed with dragons for as long as I can remember. They rank right up there with dolphins as the beastie I loved most in my youth. Dragons are what got me into reading science fiction and fantasy, first with the Dragon Riders of Pern by Anne McCafferey, and after that a Barbara Hambly novel called Dragonsbane. Before those books, I was all about horror and vampires. But once I started down the dragon path, I was well and truly caught.

      Some of my earliest fiction, my initial attempts at short stories, were tales of dragons. One of the first story I ever submitted for publication was called And Then a Dragon Fell on Her House. Believe it or not, that quirky story almost got accepted at a magazine all those many years ago (we’re talking more than thirty years at this stage). It was rejected in the end because the magazine already had a dragon story—at least according to the very nice rejection letter sent to this very naïve and new writer. But that near-acceptance and the encouraging words from the editor definitely encouraged my love of writing about dragons.

      The giant beasties found their way into a number of my early short fiction, including some of my sillier stories. In fact, dragons appeared so often in my early writing, that I was a little surprised to discover I actually hadn’t published many books with dragons in them until the last couple of years (I’m writing this in 2025). The occasional dragon made an appearance here and there. One of my earliest fantasy romance novels, Destiny’s Seduction, published under my Isabo Kelly pseudonym, has a dragon in it.

      But full books and stories with a focus on dragons were surprisingly scarce. Outside of the occasional guest appearance in other books, the only series I had with a dragon main character was my Joan of Kerry series, featuring Joan and her companion dragon, Rory.

      And then I wrote Who Steals a Dragon…

      Okay, first I wrote a story about a Komodo dragon that got stolen. But the opening line was intriguing to me because with that line, it felt like I could write all kinds of stories in all kinds of genres. So I did. A fun little book which has six different stories about six different kinds of dragons in six different genres. It was the first time in a long time I really let myself tell dragon focused stories. And I was hooked.

      The paranormal romance story in that collection spawned an entire series of its own. The Dragon Thief series, with shapeshifting dragons. At the same time as I started writing that series, I was also mulling a theme for this year’s Haunts and Howls collection. And I thought…

      Dragons.

      So here we are.

      As a sidenote, I was really tempted to call this collection Haunts and Howls and Dragon TAILS. And probably would have except the cover had already been done with Tales. Oops.

      As I was writing the stories for this collection, I thought long and hard about putting in one of my series characters from a dragon heavy series—Joan or Kerry or Myra from the Dragon Thief series. I even asked my newsletter if anyone had a preference. In the end, I decided to write mostly new things for the collection because honestly, there are just a whole lot of dragon tales to tell. And telling a lot of different stories was pretty fun.

      There is one series story in here, but it’s a series that runs through the Haunts and Howls collections rather than a dragon specific series—the Destiny Cats are back!

      First up in the collection, though, is a strange sort of “dragon” story. In fact, on the surface, this one might look more like a witch story—and who doesn’t love a good witch story. But be assured, there’s a dragon in For Want of a Concert Ticket. And to say anymore would spoil the fun.

      The Dragon Redistribution System was one of those stories I thought would be something else when I started it. I didn’t know where it was going or how it would twist in the end. It was written during a busy period of my life and I was looking for the kind of peaceful moment the main character has in the opening of this story. What happens after that momentary peace however…

      The next story in the collection has a feel to it that reminds me a bit of myth. A story that’s both part of this world and takes place in a world all its own. A Dragon of Some Kind could have gone in a certain kind direction, but as I was writing, I realized I didn’t want that ending. Lucky for me, my creative voice agreed. The current ending was much more satisfying for me, and I hope readers will feel the same.

      I’ve written stories about angry characters before, especially when I was experiencing a great deal of anger myself. They Call Her Anger is one of those (and maybe a little on the nose?). With an interesting twist. I suspect some readers will get where my anger was coming from when I put this story to the page. Some of that anger found its way into the next story as well. Dragon Appreciation Day introduces a narrator whose anger is colder. More contained. And has found a very specific outlet. Or has it? Do you trust her to tell you the tale?

      The second to last story in the collection is one of my favorites—if an author can be said to actually have a favorite among their literary babies. Readers old enough to remember the Twilight Zone and Strange Tales TV series might recognize one of the inspirations for this one. I can’t get more specific without ruining the story, but one very specific episode definitely played a part in the cocktail of ideas that went into creating Imagining Things. Another element arose from my rather complicated relationship with my own imagination. I make my living with my imagination, with my ability to create things in vivid detail and realism in my head. Putting those thoughts and fictions onto the page is the way I deal with even some of the things I’d rather not be thinking about. I wondered if that would ever come out in a story. And in this one, it did.

      Finally, our newest Destiny Cats novella! Writing Lightning Through the Cats Eyes reminded me a little of the Stargate vibe. A hint of science fiction blended with something that’s really mostly fantasy. When I wrote the first Destiny Cats story in the first Haunts and Howls collection (Destiny Through the Cats Eyes and Haunts and Howls and Guardian Spells respectively), I didn’t realize it would become a staple of these collections. But I have really been enjoying revisiting these characters and expanding a little at a time on this world. And I have to say, I just love Erica. Watching her adapt to this new life, watching the way she and Galahad dance around each other… Just delicious.

      Each story in here introduces a slightly different variation on the idea of dragon. Some a little more literal than others but all with a blend of the fantastic, the scary, and the mysterious. I hope readers will enjoy the journey and find stories they can really savor inside these pages.

      Happy Reading!

      

      
        
        Kat Simons

        November 2025

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            For Want of a Concert Ticket

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Trying to get tickets to a sold-out concert in the very swanky Vegas hotel complex should not have resulted in a magical explosion that had Mary hiding behind an overturned conference room table.

      But here she was.

      Hiding behind a big round conference room table, laying on its side, the cushioned chairs scattered across a—strictly in her opinion—gaudy blue and purple patterned carpet, with the remains of the conference lunch—something she’d assumed was chicken and potatoes—scattered across the floor. The chicken blended in with the white and gold lines threading through the carpet’s swirling pattern which was going to be a bitch for anyone who had to clean this up later.

      Though, whoever had to clean this up later was going to have bigger things to worry about than the chicken.

      Like the giant swirling vortex of power circling above the speaker’s podium, near the otherwise beautiful ceiling with its elaborate crown molding. The recessed lights were out, dropping the conference room into a darkness lit only by the swirling blue lights of the vortex. The disco effect made Mary’s head hurt.

      All she’d wanted were concert tickets. Just a couple of tickets. The Playland Hotel complex in Las Vegas was the last stop on Aaron Yin’s world tour. Mary loved Aaron Yin. And since she was here anyway for the witches’ conference, she’d just wanted to take this chance to see one of her favorite singers live. Really, that shouldn’t have been too much to ask.

      A lightning bolt zipped out of the vortex, slamming into one of the many overturned tables scattered chaotically around the large room, sending splinters of wood and charred bits of chicken flying. The stench of burnt chicken did not offset the smell of sharp ozone and the snapping electrical scent of the swirling magic.

      Fortunately, most of the people who’d been in the room had fled the minute the vortex started to open. Since this wasn’t the room the witches were supposed to be in, the mundane people who had been here to celebrate the exciting advancements in the insurance business were not really prepared for the vortex.

      Mary half wondered what effect this experience would have on their assessment of insurance policies for big conferences going forward.

      Unfortunately, there was still three insurance people trapped near the vortex. And there was the creator of the vortex still to deal with.

      Mary lunged from one overturned table to another, just as power slammed into the table she’d been crouched behind. Shattered wood, porcelain, and glass sprayed everywhere. Mary hit the floor hard on her side, covering her head instinctively.

      When the explosion settled, she looked up. One less conference room table. Few more cuts on her hands and arms. But so far, the little knicks and hits she’d been taking from flying debris weren’t drawing much blood.

      The blood was helpful, though. She was going to need it.

      Another explosion, across the room from her current shelter, started a small fire in the middle of the gaudy blue carpet. The magical flames mimicked the pattern on the carpet, rising in a swirl of blue and purple with some gold and white dancing through the flames. The overhead sprinkler system didn’t detect the magic fire as actual fire so didn’t activate. Damn it.

      Mary pulled at her own power, whispered a water spell, and flung her hand toward the flames. An aluminum bucket of water formed over the fire and dumped a steady flow of water onto it. A flow that went on much longer than the water that should have been in a bucket that size.

      The magical flames sputtered and shrank. But a few sparks shot off from the main blaze and danced across a chair, catching the tan cushions on fire, too.

      Mary sent another bucket of water to stop that flare up. Then had to hope the flames went out.

      Because a shout from the front of the room required her full attention.
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      The three remaining insurance people who hadn’t escaped when the vortex opened were crouched behind a big, round table that was smacked up against the podium dais at the front of the long conference room. The angle of the table kept them blocked from the vortex, but it also put their backs to the stretch of wall behind the podium and gave them no clear escape route.

      All the doors in the room were at one side of the long, rectangular space. And the three remaining insurance people were at the opposite side of the room.

      The only saving grace in all this was that the conference room was an interior one, so at least there were no windows for curious onlookers from the surrounding hotels in the complex to get a good look at the magical disaster happening in the room.

      Mary studied the vortex from around the side of her own covering table. Swirling blue light around a blackhole center from which another blast of magical power arrowed out, slamming into a defenseless chair.

      She couldn’t close that thing from here. She’d need to be closer.

      And even if she could shut it down on her own—which was not guaranteed—she’d still have Deborah to deal with.

      Bitch couldn’t just let it go. Just had to prove how powerful she was. Had to start shit when all Mary had been trying to do was get concert tickets.

      Deborah should never have been invited to the witches gathering in the first place. Even her snack contributions were subpar.

      Mary snorted. Then ducked again when another volley of magical lightning raced over her head.

      Come to a conference. We’ll have some good times. Exchange a few spells.

      The three insurance people screamed as one of the bolts hit a server’s cart only a few feet away. The explosion sent porcelain plateware and leftover chicken slamming into the wall at one side of the room, dripping black, burnt detritus down the pale walls.

      Damn it. She had to get them out of here. Without the remaining mundanes, she could take care of the vortex. And Deborah.

      She scrambled around the dubious cover of overturned tables. Crouched behind an upturned chair. And used a dropped silver drinks tray to catch some of the wild magic, tossing it back toward the vortex.

      The magic slid into the central whirling blackness with a noise like metal scraping across paper—a sound that gave Mary the chills.

      She reached the cowering insurance people just as another volley of powerful bolts ricocheted around the conference room.

      Two women and a man. The man screamed when Mary rolled to cover behind the table.

      Mary rose to a crouch and raised her hands in a calming gesture. “One of the good guys,” she said. “Here to get you out.”

      “What the hell is going on? Did you do this?” the man demanded, his gruff tone doing nothing to hide his terror.

      He was middle aged, maybe in his mid-forties to early-fifties, wearing a decent suit that looked like off-the-rack but tailored to fit his lean body. His blond hair was thinning and the tanning he’d done had created creases around his blue eyes.

      “What’s going on is complicated and we don’t have time for explanations,” Mary said, avoiding the “did you do this” question. Technically, she hadn’t opened the vortex. But that was a technicality she didn’t have time to explain.

      One of the two women was youngish, in her twenties, and wearing a red pants suit that seemed very bold compared to most of the other, more conservative black and gray suits Mary had seen on the escaping insurance people. The young woman’s black hair was cut in a little bob that showed off excellent cheekbones. And her makeup had probably been flawless but there were now streaks of black mascara tracking down her cheeks from her tears.

      The other woman was older than the rest, approaching her sixties, maybe older, her white hair pulled back into what had probably once been a slick bun but was now listing to one side. She’d dropped her suit jacket somewhere and only had on a pink silk shirt and a fitted gray skirt. She’d dropped her shoes along the way as well, which, if they’d been heels, Mary thought showed good forethought. The only glass or sharp things on the carpet were from broken dinnerware and glassware, but there were no windows to shatter. And running away in heels would have been a lot harder than avoiding the areas with broken glass.

      The older woman held the younger woman’s hand and absently patting it as she rolled her eyes at the man. “Don’t bother about him,” she said. “He’s just scared⁠—”

      “I am not!” the man insisted.

      The older woman ignored him. “How do we get out of here?” She looked past Mary toward the doors. “That’s a long way to go.”

      From their position at the far end of the room, right next to the swirling vortex, the exit doors did absolutely look very far away.

      Mary glanced at the vortex as another bolt of magic lightning streaked out to slam into the carpet on the opposite side of the room.

      “Okay, she said, facing the three insurance people again. “I’m going to create a shield. Don’t ask.” She pointed a finger at the man when he opened his mouth. “No time. Once it’s up, run to the doors there to the left. They’ll get you back out into the main hallway. Hotel staff should be waiting for you.”

      Mary had had to bespell the doors so none of the staff tried to get in to help.

      This wasn’t something hotel security could deal with, even if they were the best in Vegas. And that would only give Mary more mundanes she’d have to rescue.

      Time she didn’t have if she wanted to get the vortex closed before it was too late.

      As if in answer to her worry, a noise boomed out from inside the vortex. A noise like a growl and a screech had had a baby. A noise that wasn’t anything humans in this realm heard.

      The sound made the hairs on Mary’s arm rise.

      Shit shit shit.

      The draken was coming.
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      Mary scrambled to form the shield spell, a combination of words and applied magic that would keep the three insurance people safe from random shots of magic as they made their escape. Shield spells were fast spells, but took a lot of magic. And she was going to need at least some of that magic sooner than it would take for her to rebuild it without outside help.

      She glanced to the left, at the swirling black hole of bluish magic. To the darkness at its center. Her gut tightened and her whole body trembled.

      The draken was coming. If it got out into this realm from the void, it would destroy not just this conference room or the hotel beyond, it would wreak havoc on the entire hotel complex. Might even destroy all of Vegas before the witches gathered here could contain it.

      Hell, even with the conference attendees, there might not be enough witches to send the draken back.

      Damn it, Deborah. Just had to win. Couldn’t just sit the fuck down.

      Mary finished the shield spell, throwing it up in a line that ran the length of the conference room. It wove around fallen tables and chairs, grounding into the carpeted floor so no rogue magic could slip beneath it. She had it raised to the ceiling too, but there were spaces in the elaborate crown molding that might let magic slip past, so she had to get the innocent bystanders out.

      “Now,” she shouted. “Run. Straight to the door. Do not stop. Do not look back. Go.”

      The older woman didn’t even hesitate. She grabbed the younger woman’s arm, hauled her to her feet and ran for the door. Fast enough Mary had a feeling the older woman was a runner in the real world. The younger woman, who’d never even spoken, stumbled along behind her. To be fair, the young woman managed to run in her gorgeous spiked heels a lot better than Mary would have.

      The man was last to leave. He looked at the vortex, looked at Mary. “I should…stay and help.” He swallowed hard.

      “No,” Mary assured, settling a hand on his arm. “This isn’t a fight you understand. It’s okay to leave it to an expert.” Not that she was an expert in void magic, but she knew more than the insurance man. “It’s okay. I’ve got this.”

      He nodded, hesitated a moment more.

      The draken’s screeching growl erupted from the depths of the void darkness.

      The man jumped, and finally took off toward the doors, ducking as he ran, covering his head with his hands as if he expected something deadly to rain out of the ceiling.

      Not a bad instinct given what was just the other side of that vortex.

      Once the three insurance people dove through the doors at the far side of the conference room, Mary quickly reformed a locking spell, sealing everyone out.

      And hopefully, sealing the draken inside the conference room if it escaped the void.

      Mary finally turned back to the vortex.

      The slipstream of blue light swirling around the central blackness might have been pretty if it hadn’t opened onto a realm so deadly it could swallow her world whole.

      The vortex didn’t look to be growing, which was a blessing, but that wouldn’t stop the draken from escaping. A pinhole opening into the void was enough for a draken to snake into this world.

      Which was why no witch in her right mind opened a vortex into the void. Especially as just a fucking distraction.

      Mary looked at the various nicks and cuts on her bare arms and hands. The smaller bleeds had already stopped and were clotting, but there were a couple of larger gashes. Blood leaked out of those. Not much, but enough she could dampen her fingers in the thick redness.

      When she felt like there was enough on all of her fingertips, she faced the vortex and raised her hands, chanting the spell she thought would close the swirling portal. She wrote the runes of the spell on the air, the magic filtering through her own blood to create visible symbols in golden light.

      For a tension-filled moment, the vortex remained exactly as it was, neither shrinking nor growing. Swirling. Another bolt of power shooting from the central void.

      The draken’s screech, nearer now.

      Then… Almost imperceptible at first. There! There. Shrinking. The swirling blue light, an accretion disk around the void center, slowly pulling inward, slowly winding down.

      Three rapid shots of power burst from the shrinking center, burning holes into the blue and purple carpet and the surrounding air. The stench of melted polyester and burnt ozone filled the conference room. The heat from the shot made Mary sweat.

      A fire erupted to her right, the blue flames dancing in her peripheral vision. Couldn’t stop to put those out yet. Damn it.

      The vortex swirled smaller.

      Another blast of power shot from the very center of the void, barreling right for Mary. She couldn’t move, couldn’t duck away or she risked breaking the spell that was closing the vortex.

      She winced, prepared to take the hit, hoped it wasn’t one of the magical bolts that would burn…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    

    
      A round silver disk, a server’s drinks tray, rose in front of Mary, catching the magical void bolt inches before it hit her.

      She blinked as the shot ricocheted to the left, smashing a toppled chair into splinters.

      Ouch.

      She winced again. Then faced her rescuer.

      The older woman who’d supposedly just escaped with the other two insurance people.

      “I’ll ask how you got back in here in a few minutes,” Mary said, facing the shrinking vortex again. “Thanks for your help.”

      “Welcome. You need more blood.”

      The woman was right. The golden runes in front of the vortex had faded, glowing less brightly now. The blood on Mary’s fingertips had nearly melted away, all of it gone into the spell.

      But the vortex wasn’t closed yet.

      And it had stopped shrinking as the runes faded.

      Damn it. She hunted the various nicks and cuts on her arms, but her infernal ability to heal well from small injuries foiled her hopes. Most of her cuts were scabbed over now. Only dried blood on her skin, which wasn’t helpful.

      She needed fresh blood on her fingertips.

      “Don’t suppose you have a knife to hand?” she asked even as she hunted the floor for fallen cutlery. She didn’t think the bland chicken that had been served for lunch had needed sharp knives but maybe it had since the chicken looked more like rubber than food.

      “Here,” the woman said, tapping something against Mary’s arm.

      Mary glanced down to see a silver athame with a beautifully bejeweled hilt and a thick, short blade. A very sharp blade.

      “I’d give you some of my blood, but you’ve already started the spell,” the woman said.

      There was a part of Mary processing this, recognizing that this woman whom she’d assumed was a mundane insurance person was actually a practicing witch, even though she hadn’t apparently been here for the witches conference—Mary didn’t recognize her anyway—but she was too worried about the vortex to think about these facts too closely.

      If they survived this, she did have questions.

      “What’s your name?” she asked as she took the athame.

      “Norma,” the woman said.

      “Thanks, Norma. I’m Mary.”

      Mary slid the sharpened blade across her inner left forearm, sucking in a breath at the sting. Blood welled in the cut. She quickly handed the short dagger back to the woman and dipped her fingertips into the blood, rubbing them together, rubbing more blood into her fingertips on her left hand.

      Then she raised her hands and reformed the fading runes, infusing them with power.

      The spike in the spell restarted the vortex’s shrinking. It whirled faster, closing down on itself.

      Beyond the vortex, another screech from the draken. A sound that Mary felt in her bones.

      “Did the ground just shake?” Norma asked.

      “’Fraid so.” Mary grunted. She pushed more power through her fingers, into the runes, into the spell.

      The vortex shrank. Shrank.

      Something slid past the opening, on the other side of the vortex, a dark, glittering expanse of spiked scales.

      Mary swallowed hard.

      “Gotta get that closed,” Norma said, her voice breathy and hollow.

      “Yup. Working on it.”

      She flowed more power into the spell. Panic had her heartbeat hammering. Sweat dripped down her back. She tightened her hold on the spell, sent more magic through her blood covered fingertips.

      The runes flashed bright gold.

      The vortex shrank.

      Another slide of those glittering sharp scales across the open blackness of the void.

      A screech that shook the entire room.

      Mary grunted and threw more magic into her spell. This time, however, something pushed back.

      Something…resisted.
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      Mary slid backward, her knees rubbing through her dress slacks against the rough carpet. Horror filled her. No. No no no no! She couldn’t let the draken get through. If it entered this realm, it would destroy everything.

      Norma leaned up behind her, keeping Mary upright and in place. Another shove from inside the void, an invisible hand pressed against Mary’s face. Thanks to the extra support from Norma, she didn’t slide backward again. But the push hurt.

      Created the kind of pressure that could crush bones.

      “Not good,” she muttered. The stench of burnt ozone nearly choked her now.

      “I’ve got you,” Norma said. “I’ve got the fires behind us out. You focus on that vortex.”

      Mary hadn’t even realized the fires behind her had been that bad. She only noticed the smoke circling around the air in front of her after Norma mentioned it.

      She redoubled her efforts, pouring all the magic she had to hand through the blood on her fingertips, called on the blood in her veins to aid her, dragged in what magic she could from the environment around her.

      Chanting the spell again, adding the power of her voice to it, she sank everything she had into the closing the vortex.

      Another invisible force slammed against her. The slide of black, glittering scales across the void made her tremble. A smell of burnt electricity, bitter minerals, and something fishy oozed from the void.

      The scales shifted, slithered…

      And a huge red eye came into view.

      The red glowed, with lines of black light streaking through the color, and a long narrow pupil. The eye flickered, like a blink. A growl joined that eye flicker.

      A scream clawed at Mary’s throat. She channeled it into the spell, pushing everything she had left.

      The vortex swirled tighter, closing until there was only a small circle of space left, no larger than the drinks trays. Even the blue light around the vortex tightened, forming a bright blue line swirling too fast for her eyes to track.

      The draken’s eye bulged through the hole, pushing against the barrier. The pressure built inside Mary until she felt like her bones really were being crushed. A scream finally escaped as she threw all her remaining strength into the spell.

      Watched the vortex resist the pressure from both directions.

      And then, with the most sickeningly gross popping sound Mary had ever heard…

      The vortex snapped shut.
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