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      Talons clicking on the floor outside my workroom door signaled the arrival of my next client.

      “Hello. Hello. Hello.” Fabio’s Italian accent entered my head as the door swished open to reveal one of my best friends. He sauntered into my workroom with a flick of his tail and attitude in his step. I could speak Draconian, but it was easier for him to project his words into my head.

      “Morning, daarrrling.” I lowered my voice to sound like one of those old Hollywood types from before The Uprising. Fabio snorted a puff of air against me before he headbutted my hip with affection. I patted his head and trailed my hand along his neck and back as he walked onto the table where I needed him. Stepping on a lever, the table rose until it was the perfect height to work on Fabio.

      “What happened with Pako last month? You never did come visit to tell me.” I heard the pout in Fabio’s voice as he raised a brow ridge at me. I rubbed my oiled hands together before starting to massage Fabio’s back legs.

      I sighed long and loud to apologize and vent my frustration at not being able to visit. Communication with dragons was as much about body language as it was about extra sounds mixed in with the words. Draconian as a language was a mixture of sounds like chirps, hisses, chuffs, whistles, and body language. Anyone who spoke Draconian and lived among dragons for any length of time combined mind-speech, Draconian, and their native language. In my case, my first language was Draconian, but since I’ve lived in Primi and the Terran Dimension right after The Uprising, I used English the most.

      “It’s been a crazy ass month, but I am sorry. Hopefully, this story will help you forgive me. You’ll gag for sure.” I dug my thumbs into the base of Fabio’s tail, being mindful not to catch the tips of my claws on the soft spines running the length of his back and tail. Fabio tilted his head to let me know he was listening and I’d better get moving with the tea.

      “I bolted out of here that day and went straight to his apartment. He was freaking out like you’ll never believe, going on about how he had to go to a gala in Mythtalas. Well, at that point, he only had ninety minutes to get ready.” I shook my head and let out a huff of air between my lips, making them vibrate, creating a sound to solidify how fucked Pako was.

      Fabio sucked in air and trilled low. “No! There’s no way.”

      I continued to work on Fabio’s tail to the tip, not missing a single scale with the special oil I used. “Oh, hunny. It was a close thing. It took another ten minutes just to calm Pako enough to tell me what was going on because there was no understanding the words that were coming out of his mouth. I almost had to slap a ho.”

      Fabio growled when I hit a sore spot as I worked on his back after his wing joints. “You’ve been curling to the right in your sleep again.”

      Fabio huffed, tiny wisps of smoke twisting into the air from his nostrils. “I’ve tried lying straight. I even started making a barrier of sorts around me with my stuffies, but in the morning, I’m curled tightly around them.”

      “You could try that pillow brace-type thing I saw online.” Fabio spread one wing for me to work the oil into as he hissed at me. “Or not, and suffer every time you come to get moisturized.”

      “Your touch is magical, so it doesn’t matter. Now, tell me the rest of the story.” Fabio’s tail twitched, flicking the stand that held the oils, making the bottles rattle. I tsked and Fabio chirped his apologies.

      “Well, I picked out one of Pako’s best suits while he showered. Then I did his claws, making them sparkle.” I made my way to Fabio’s snout and carefully oiled his brow ridge. Then I moved over the rest of his head, paying special attention to the base of his horns. He purred as I worked, making me smile in satisfaction. “I barely got him ready in time. Then I tried to get him mentally into Beast mode, but I fear he was still a mess of nerves.”

      Oiled from head to toe, Fabio was ready to have his talons recoated in the special polymer that enabled dragons to use the crystal computer interfaces. I rubbed the excess oil on my hands into my arms. My scales were always silky, shiny, and supple from the extra care I took with them as part of my job.

      The special coating dragons used on their talons wore away with their natural talon growth and everyday wear and tear from walking, flying, eating, or anything else they did with them. I removed Fabio’s feet from the bowls his talons soaked in and dried them off.

      “Was that all?” Fabio’s voice pitched high in confusion at the end. “What kind of gala was it?” Fabio stretched his forefeet, talons spreading wide for me as I grabbed one foot. I carefully inserted each talon into the buffer machine, which simultaneously shortened the excess and sharpened the tips. The coating dulled the tips, requiring sharpening in advance for them to grip objects after the coating was applied.

      “It was some sort of charity ball. Pako was vague about it, but you know me, any chance to find the one of your dreams is a chance you should seize. I told him to keep his eye out for that special someone and then I didn’t hear from him for two whooole days. I started to think maybe something awful had happened.” I finished one foot and moved to the other.

      “Weellll, something did happen!” My eyes widened to emphasize my surprise when Pako gave me his good news.

      Fabio clicked at me to continue. “He found his mate! Can you believe that?”

      He whistled loudly. “Wow!”

      “Right? Can you imagine?” I sighed dreamily. “It’s so romantic.”

      “You’ll find your mate someday, Tiki. I know it.” Fabio bumped his head against my chest to punctuate his words.

      “I hope so, Fabs, because these dating apps are killing me. Can you believe my last date wanted me to wear a wig?” Fabio hissed and I rolled my eyes. “A wiggah!”

      Fabio’s spine ridge stiffened along his back with irritation on my behalf. “I said, ‘Guurrl,’ because you know I don’t be discriminating against gender identity. ‘You cannot be serious! You’d want to cover all this fabulousness?’” I gestured with my free hand over my gorgeous burnt coppery scales covering my head and my shiny horns that curled back over the top of my head. I made a popping noise in the back of my mouth to express how shocked and offended I was.

      “Rude! Damn straight, your coloring is magnificent. Your scales have a slight pearlescence that makes them Sparkle with a capital S, baby!” Fabio snorted smoke from his nostrils, a clear sign of the audacity. Trimmed and sharpened, I started dipping his talons into the cup of coating I held.

      “Sometimes I think I should abandon my quest for a mate, or at the very least a decent partner. They always have something to complain about. I’m too warm, too bossy,” I used various mocking voices as I remembered the words thrown at me from the strangers. “Too hairless, too snarky, too scaley. My tail is in the way or it's too clumsy.” I made faces and alternated shoulders as I thrust them forward and back with each complaint.

      “You’d think I lied or something on my profile. There’s plenty of pictures showing off my awesomeness, so they know what they’re getting into.” I sighed tiredly as I put one foot in the special curing box to harden the polymer before starting on the next foot. “I realize half the time it’s someone just wanting to say they dated a dragonkin or, if they’re lucky, and they’d have to be super lucky, had sex with me.”

      Fabio flicked his tongue, touching my arm with a light dragon kiss. “You can always come over and cuddle with me and my stuffies anytime you want, you know that, right?”

      Finished with all of Fabio’s feet, I returned to the first foot, turned off the curing box, and wiped each talon with a soft cloth, making the midnight blue coating shine. It matched his back scales perfectly. “I know, and you’re the best, Fabs. I’ll come over Saturday night. How’s that? We could watch a movie.”

      “Oooooooo.” Fabio trilled. “Will you bring over that cheesy popcorn again?”

      I snickered as I finished shining the rest of his talons. “Yes. I’ll definitely bring some of the cheesy popcorn.”

      Fabio leapt from my worktable to the floor and rubbed his whole body against my thigh as he exited. “Excellent. See you Saturday then.” He flicked his tail in a wavelike gesture and preened with his head held high out of my workroom.

      I glanced at the clock. “Shit!” I promised Pako I’d help move his things out of his crappy apartment and into the new condo his mate had recently bought, but I would be late if I didn’t leave now. I quickly cleaned my workroom and headed out, waving to the receptionist in the lobby as I exited the building.

      The spa/clinic, dedicated to maintaining the health and beauty of the dragons living in Primi, occupied the entire fourth through seventh floors of the TIB downtown branch. I’d worked at that branch for the last fifteen years and quite enjoyed this city.

      As I rode the elevator, I tapped out a quick text to Pako, letting him know I was on my way.
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