
  
    [image: Sky Dragon Lights Up]
  


  
    
      SKY DRAGON LIGHTS UP

      ELEMENTS OF DRAGONS BOOK 3

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        TOSHI DRAKE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Toshi Drake

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      Beta Reading by Angela Bricker

      Editing by Desi Chapman of Blue Ink Editing

      Cover by Cate Ashwood of Cate Ashwood Designs

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      To Angela, who said she liked this one best

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        First Chat

      

      
        1. Chapter 1: In Which Jake Has a Dream

      

      
        Initial Meeting

      

      
        2. Chapter 2: In Which Adelphos Was Bored

      

      
        The First Connection

      

      
        3. Chapter 3: In Which Adelphos Tells the Truth

      

      
        First Flirtation

      

      
        4. Chapter 4: In Which Jake Takes A Chance

      

      
        Communications and Connections

      

      
        5. Chapter 5: In Which Adelphos Learns About Emails

      

      
        Family Talk

      

      
        6. Chapter 6: In Which Adelphos teaches History

      

      
        The Initial Email

      

      
        7. Chapter 7: In which Jake Plans a date

      

      
        First Confession

      

      
        8. Chapter 8: In Which Adelphos Fights again

      

      
        Discovery of Hidden Facets

      

      
        9. Chapter 9: In Which Jake Leaves Home

      

      
        Acceptance

      

      
        10. Chapter 10: In Which Adelphos Finds His mate

      

      
        Sharing

      

      
        11. Chapter 11: In Which Jake Accepts His Dragon mate

      

      
        Apologies Are Good

      

      
        12. Chapter 12: In Which Adelphos Gives into His Emotions

      

      
        No Apology Necessary

      

      
        13. Chapter 13: In Which Jake Learns about Adelphos

      

      
        Old Favourites

      

      
        14. Chapter 14: In Which Adelphos Faces His past

      

      
        Open Hearts

      

      
        15. Chapter 15: In Which Jake Takes Advantage

      

      
        Regular Chat Times

      

      
        16. Chapter 16: In Which Adelphos Finds Peace

      

      
        Dates Planned

      

      
        17. Chapter 17: In Which Jake wants his future

      

      
        Name Truths

      

      
        18. Chapter 18: In Which Adelphos Tries to Hide

      

      
        Invitation

      

      
        19. Chapter 19: In Which Jake Learns to Fly

      

      
        20. Chapter 20: In Which Adelphos FINAlly Confronts his past

      

      
        21. Chapter 21: In Which They Find a Home

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Toshi Drake

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Jasper knew one day everything would come back to haunt him.

      The decisions he made might have been the wrong ones, but he’d stood by them completely at the time. He hadn’t understood the affection the midnight sky dragon bestowed upon him. He didn’t know that the mating thing was only a beginning. It wasn’t the end or even the journey. So he fought it, and now it was too late.

      He opened his eyes and sighed heavily. This was the way it would end—with the most beautiful pair of eyes staring at him, lonely and destroyed. He knew this was it, the last time he would see midnight-blue eyes with the fringe of black-as-night lashes.

      Jasper’s mouth filled with the taste of ash and his nose with the scent of metal and tears. His hands clutched at the arm, which had gutted him with a sharp blow to his vulnerable underbelly. Sadness or perhaps regret was evident in every aspect of the dragon in front of him.

      Why didn’t they talk with one another? Why couldn’t they have communicated their fears and worries with each other, rather than an outside source?

      Jasper didn’t understand dragon politics or the differences between certain species of dragons. As a light dragon, he hadn’t at first realized he was a subspecies of dragon and therefore considered less worthy. Nothing had ever been said to him. He always found himself drawn to the kind and joyful midnight eyes. He knew the sky dragon was considered a leader. He had the charisma to help others and get those same stubborn dragons to follow suit.

      The connection he felt for the sky dragon was new and scary. And it was obvious the sky dragon felt the same way, because of the attempted courtship. What did it mean, though? So he asked and the sky dragon answered. They were mates. That terrified him utterly. How could he, a light dragon, be mated to a sky dragon, and one of the most powerful ones at that? It was unheard of.  The responsibility, once he began to understand it, was overwhelming.

      Gneiss, the earth dragon, had had mostly good advice and kind words for Jasper. He wanted Jasper to succeed and to prove himself to be more than a light dragon. But his advice was couched in how to bring others down while performing unimaginable feats. And he wanted to bring the sky dragon down fiercely.

      Then the whispers and rumours began. Dark clouds filled the sky as the sky dragon worried and paced anxiously. Gneiss and the other dragons accused the sky dragon of seeking power instead of protecting the land. They blamed the relationship between the sky dragon and his mate for sapping the land’s strength.

      Too bad Jasper hadn’t realized he’d been relaying those feelings to his mate. Again, how could the sky dragon be his mate?

      And then the day came when fear and regret clouded his mate’s eyes. It hurt Jasper to see it. It destroyed him that his mate was hurting in a way Jasper didn’t understand. He wanted to soothe that pain and wipe away the worry, but what was the point? They didn’t have anything to connect them because Jasper didn’t want the responsibility. It was too much for him to bear.

      His sky dragon had been convinced to do something because of rumours and suggestions. No one told Jasper.
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        * * *

      

      The midnight-blue eyes were filled with apologies and sadness as his fist reversed course, leaving a gaping hole in Jasper’s stomach. Were those his innards? How the fuck could this have happened?

      Jasper had never listened to the sky dragon. The sky dragon was fearful all the time. He had this power, and he didn’t know how to use it safely. Jasper never understood the pressure of having so much power. He could have tempered the worries and calmed his soulmate’s fears. That was one aspect of their connection Jasper ignored, and he regretted it once he learned the truth.

      “Mate, I’m so sorry. I was confused. Too much was being said, and I was so scared of disappointing people. What if what we did destroyed people’s lives? So many rely on me. I couldn’t…” The deep rumble of his sky dragon’s voice was like a cat’s tongue on Jasper’s skin, rough and perfect.

      “You’re the most powerful dragon, and yet you decided to follow the advice of a cruel, misguided child? Gneiss is so jealous of you; he would do anything to make you fall. I should have seen it, and I could have told you that.” How could he have let Gneiss bend his mate’s ear as he had? Once Gneiss started talking, it became clear he wasn’t happy being anything less than the best, and unfortunately, Jasper’s mate was better.

      Jasper should have done something when his mate began looking at him with such sad blue eyes. He never thought the earth dragon would have sunk his negative thoughts and words into his mate. He could say that with certainty now. And yet, it was too late. It was too fucking late. Why couldn’t he have had this epiphany sooner? Now he was dying, and it was Gneiss’s fault, and Adelphos was looking at him with so much sadness.

      “I love you,” his mate whispered brokenly, then kissed Jasper’s forehead roughly before laying him on the ground.

      “I know, and I am so sorry,” Jasper choked out. “I didn’t mean to undermine you or make you feel unworthy of my affection. I didn’t understand. I am so sorry.” The pain was getting worse, and he didn’t have much longer. He had to let the sky dragon know he did have affection for him, and he had hoped it would strengthen in time. He wanted to know everything about Adelphos, but he’d failed. They both failed. If only they’d taken the time to listen to each other. Communication would have solved everything.

      “You were the best thing to ever happen to me.”

      “Please don’t fall into despair. I’ll come back,” Jasper pledged. “You won’t spend your life without me, I promise.”

      “But I don’t deserve—”

      “Oh, you do. You deserve affection and adoration, and I hate that I did this to you. You’re not a bad person. You just had bad advice.” Jasper lifted his hand and cupped his mate’s face willingly for the first time. The touch of bristly skin was soothing, and Jasper wished he had done this before. “Don’t let this be your defining moment. Find a cause and save others.”

      “I don’t know how.” Adelphos kissed Jasper’s palm gently, his beautiful eyes dark with tears and sorrow. “You were—”

      “Mate, I’m so tired.” Jasper gasped as a wave of pain rolled over him. He took a deep breath and then struggled for another.

      Adelphos kissed his mouth as his hands grasped his neck and twisted. The last thing Jasper heard was the keening howl of a dragon in abject pain.
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      Jake: Thank you so much for the compliment!

      SKYDRA: Aw, you’re welcome. You have an eye for detail. Though the snow theme seems at odds. Most people I know don’t like cold weather.

      Jake: Oh, I’m from Ontario, and I have to admit, I’m one of the weird ones who likes winter.

      SKYDRA: Ontario? I don’t think I know where that is.

      Jake: It’s in Canada, so we’re pretty north. We get all the seasons.

      SKYDRA: Ahh, I feel as though I should have known that.

      Jake: No worries. Forgetting about Canadians seems pretty commonplace.
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      Jake opened his eyes and stared at the spackled ceiling above him. The dreams were getting longer and more vivid. They were beginning to feel like a memory. It was probably time to cut back on the caffeine and possibly even the Dungeons and Dragons. Reaching over to his nightstand, he felt around for the plastic-covered phone, then groaned when he saw the time—5:00 a.m. on a Sunday, a day he normally could sleep away. Jake dropped the phone and rolled to his back. Sleep was continuing to elude him.

      “I might as well get up.”

      With more creaks and groans than an old staircase, Jake stumbled his way to the kitchen, where Moonlight, his tiny black cat, lay curled up on his laptop. He picked up the sleepy kitty and draped him over his shoulder, smiling as the little motor picked up speed and began to knead his collarbone. “Morning, sunshine, how ’bout we make some coffee and see what the world is up to so damn early in the morning?”

      Moonlight nosed his way against Jake’s shoulder before falling back asleep. Jake scratched the soft black fur and sighed. No one wanted to be awake so early.

      With coffee made and his laptop booted up, Jake opened the news portal and wrinkled his nose. Nothing good or interesting caught his eye. He closed the news, then opened his favourite game portal and grinned when he saw the green light by his favourite player character, telling him he was online.

      SKYDRA: Well, if it isn’t Wonder Kid. Aren’t you up a little early?

      Jake: Ya, well, I knew you were around and obviously needed my help, so I thought, why not?

      SKYDRA: And when did you become psychic? Don’t you live in a mundane world?

      Jake: Ahh, my dear, dear farmer, I get a teeny twinkle whenever you think of me.

      SKYDRA: Really? That’s interesting. Tell me more of this twinkle?

      Jake: Well, it’s more like an irritating itch. Nothing fun or interesting about it. Don’t you have mentoring to do or something?

      SKYDRA: Why do you always have to bring me down? And I gave that up weeks ago. Where have you been?

      Jake: Apologies for not staying on top of your life.

      Jake snorted at the words appearing on his screen. Talking to Skydra was a highlight. They were snarky and adorable. Every time Jake and Skydra were online together, it became more about chatting than playing the game. They constantly had to one-up each other with the dumbest insults. Jake looked forward to it.

      SKYDRA: I expect more from you. You’re supposed to hang on my every word. Don’t you know who I am?

      Jake: Some weirdo person who enjoys sandbox games to unwind?

      Jake winced as needle-sharp claws dug into his neck when Moonlight used his skin as a surface to knead. He removed the cat from his neck to the little pillow set up by his laptop. Moonlight squeaked and arched his back before walking across Jake’s keyboard in retaliation, causing a mishmash of letters to spew across the screen.

      SKYDRA: Is that Moonlight? I didn’t think he knew how to move.

      Jake: It disturbs me you know what my cat does.

      SKYDRA: I don’t know why. You talk about the furball so much. I betcha I could draw him.

      Jake: And how would I be able to judge whether or not you drew him correctly?

      Jake sat back and grimaced. This was starting to go from adorable flirting to creepy stalking. He had been low-key crushing on Skydra for a while, and he thought he had managed to tone it down for the sake of the friendship, online as it was.

      Jake: Ignore that. That was me being dumb.

      SKYDRA: I was going to ignore it. Now I don’t want to. So tell me, Jake of the Original Name, why is it dumb?

      Jake: Look at the time. I have to prepare for a tabletop gaming session. So nice to see you at a different time.

      Jake turned the chat off and stared at the bright green pixelated farm. Shit, he was flirting. He was turning into one of those creeps who hit on people online.

      Skydra was different from any other person he had met online. They had a sort of charisma that drew Jake in. He felt connected to them. If he was feeling fanciful, he could picture a silver cord connecting them, even if he didn’t know where Skydra was located. They didn’t discuss those things, only the random thoughts that made the day less lonely. It would be just his luck for Skydra to live on the wrong side of the world when he thought about approaching them to meet in person.

      Making more coffee for himself and preparing Moonlight’s food distracted him from the open laptop. The dream he’d had and thinking about meeting Skydra made his stomach twist. Jake had known pretty much in high school he was gay and liked guys. He’d never acted on it because it wasn’t done and he was so damn awkward. So Jake was content to allow things to fall where they did. He had time to figure out life stuff, including partners.

      Something about Skydra broke down Jake’s sturdily built walls, though, and he was desperately curious to know more about them. Shaking off the need to spy, Jake focused on his job of researching history for a client. He had to find primary sources on the origins of lighthouses on the Great Lakes. Local museums were regular founts of information, but sometimes it could be hard to find solid leads. Which was what Jake did for people. He gave authors and students bibliographies and places to start their own research. It was very rewarding.

      Lately, though, the research for this book felt familiar. The lighthouses and their stories were blips in his writing. Every time he pictured the lighthouse in a book he used, he saw a tower overlooking a lake. Everything actually popped with colour and vibrancy—the shimmer of light on the lake, the bright blue flowers, the green, green grass. He knew he had never been there because Ontario didn’t have medieval towers or high cliffs overlooking crystal-clear lakes, and he hadn’t left the province for Europe in a very long time.

      After scrolling through social media and unintentionally avoiding his tasks, Jake gave up. “Okay, Moonlight, this is utterly pointless. I’m getting nothing done. I’ll come back to the lighthouses later tonight. Maybe my head will be clear then.”

      The cat opened a sleepy golden eye and curled up into a tighter ball, facing away from Jake’s anxious twitching. Jake reached over and stroked a finger down the soft black furry head, and Moonlight purred loudly but didn’t move. Jake smiled gently. His cat was the only thing that helped calm his nerves.

      “Is it too early to go to the game store?” He looked at his watch and dropped his head. It was still too early on a Sunday.

      Giving up on ignoring the laptop, he started the game again and found a question mark waiting for him. But Skydra had logged off—the green light beside their name was dark. Jake grimaced and did the in-game daily tasks he had ignored in favour of Skydra.

      Jake: You entrance me and intrigue me. I’m confused by what’s happening, and I don’t know how to fix it. Hell, I don’t even know if you swing my way or what gender you are. I’m sorry for leaving like that.

      Jake typed quickly and hit Enter. He wasn’t sure what to expect. He hoped Skydra would accept the apology for what it was.
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        * * *

      

      “Jakey! You came. Oh, I’m so happy!” Milly, an effervescent woman of pure happiness, bounced over and gave Jake a big hug. Her rainbow-coloured hair was in a coronet, with feathers decorating the braided circle.

      “Hey, Mill, what’s going on? It’s surprisingly busy for a Sunday.” He straightened a loose feather and kissed her forehead as he looked deep into the comic book store. He considered it a second home and spent a lot of his time here. Jake had discovered it when he moved to the lakeside town a year ago.

      “Didn’t you get my email? I told you we were going to have a board game afternoon! We’ve got decks over in the Japanese area, Catan in the centre, and odd esoteric stuff by the dice. I think someone suggested the board game version of Dungeons and Dragons, so I have it set up by the cash register. Do you wanna play?” Milly asked, her eyes big and sweet, like a puppy.

      “Aww, I don’t know. It’s always so weird meeting new people over a board game. How are you supposed to know if you’ll jive with them?” Jake shuddered. Trying to mesh different gaming styles was painful. Some gamers liked a bit of table talk; others refused to even consider it.

      “Give them a chance. Nick is an old friend. He comes to the conventions and helps out. His partner is super sweet. I think you’ll really like them.” Milly grabbed his hand with both of hers and led him to two men who were very much into each other. One was tall and beefy, with uniquely striped black-and-white hair. His partner was slightly shorter with brown hair. Neither man could stop touching the other even as they looked at different sections of the shop. The brown-haired one arched an eyebrow and smiled as Milly towed Jake toward them.

      “Nicky! Come meet Jake. He’s the guy I was telling you about,” Milly said, and the brown-haired man came toward them as the other continued to explore some of the games.

      Nick smiled and nodded. “Hey, Mill, nice to see you again.” Then he turned to Jake. “Hi, I’m Nick.”

      “This is Jake. He’s newish to the area and a bit of a hermit.”

      Jake scowled and made a half-hearted attempt to scold Milly. “I’m not that bad. It’s just that I have deadlines and needy clients.”

      “You are a hermit. I was super surprised you showed up.”

      “I needed the fresh air.” Jake smiled at Nick. “Hi, I’m Jake Reichert. Nice to meet you.”

      “Nick Staples. Board games?” Nick offered his hand, and Jake shook it, flinching at the touch. Familiarity and something else lingered in his grip. Jake wasn’t sure if it was a good or a bad thing. He knew it was an uncomfortable thing.

      “Yeah, strategies are different when you’re in person as opposed to behind a screen. Not that I’m disparaging computer games. I may have a small obsession.” Both men chuckled, and Jake sighed as the odd feeling dissipated. The handshake reminded him of his dream, his home. Was the dream his home? The dreams were beginning to take over his waking life if he was questioning déjà vu.

      “I completely understand. What’s your favourite? If you’re coming here, I’m sure you have a specialty.”

      “Computer or board?”

      “Board game… for now.” Nick chuckled, and Jake was able to shake off the weirdness.

      “Ooh, tough call.”

      “Nick, are you going to introduce me?” The beefy man with the striped hair came over and draped an arm possessively around Nick’s shoulder. His eyes blinked into reptilian slits, causing the hair on Jake’s arms to stand up and his own hackles to rise. The odd feeling of remembrance and familiarity sprung up, and all Jake wanted to do was fight for dominance. This… this man annoyed him, with his cocky smile and dragon eyes.

      “This is my ma—partner, Phineas. You can call him Phin,” Nick said.

      Jake gave Phineas a toothy smile, barely keeping a growl from erupting from his throat. He didn’t like the guy at the basest level and wanted to kick his ass for embarrassing his boyfriend. He knew Nick was deeply in love with the man and their relationship was stronger than that of lovers. He’d had that kind of love before but threw it away—huh, that was different. When did he ever have a love? Jake mentally went through possibilities to put the man in his place. Words failed him, and actions would get him kicked out of the store. He would never cause Milly embarrassment by starting a fight because of a random feeling of jealousy.

      “Jake,” he introduced himself instead. “Nice to meet you. I was discussing with, uh, Nick about strategy games.”

      “Phineas. Pleasure.” Phineas kept his arm around Nick. He never blinked as he captured Jake within his gaze. The staring contest went longer than was comfortable.

      Jake let out a gust of air and broke his stare. It wasn’t worth it. “Do you play?” Jake asked as he turned and looked at the games on the table. The afternoon wasn’t going the way he had hoped. He wanted to relax and lose himself in make-believe, but this overgrown lizard wasn’t helping matters.
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      SKYDRA: I love your farm. How long did it take you to set it up?

      Jake: Oh, this? Not long. Maybe a month or so. I may have splurged on a few bells to get it like this.

      SKYDRA: Aw, man. You have some sense of style. I’m just working with gold coin right now. Microtransactions are a mystery.

      Jake: Aww, that’s a b*mmer. If you need help or anything, I’m usually on at this time.

      SKYDRA: I greatly appreciate the offer. I will approach you soon. Your sense of spatial design is intriguing.

      Jake: Thank you! That’s so kind!
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      Adelphos slumped in his high-backed chair and glared fiercely at the table. Candelabras and centrepieces blocked his view of the opposite chair, where no one sat. He was supposed to be relaxed. He was supposed to enjoy his twilight years, puttering around and doing nothing. He didn’t have to coax troubled dragons into roles better suited for them. He could disappear into the void for a thousand years and no one would blink an eye.

      What was he actually doing? Stewing in the dining room because a person in the plastic-and-metal device ran away from him in the middle of a conversation. He reached for the goblet of wine and took a healthy swallow. What the hell had he said that sent Jake of the Original Name scurrying? He remembered first talking to Jake about usernames. From what Adelphos could deduce, most people tried to be unique in their chosen name. Jake had told Adelphos he used “Jake” as a lark when signing up, and his name was accepted. He hadn’t thought such a boring username would be accepted, and Adelphos couldn’t stop using his own addendum.

      Shaking his head clear of fond remembrances, Adelphos glared at the grains of wood on the table and tried to understand where he went wrong. He could go to Reno and ask for advice, but then Blue would be there, and he didn’t want to deal with his grandchild. He wanted to talk to Jake again. He craved Jake’s company, even if it was just words on a screen.

      “Hiro, I need to talk to you,” he called loudly, leaning his head toward the door. His assistant would be outside the room, waiting for Adelphos to need him.

      “Yes, sir?” Hiro came in and stood at Adelphos’s elbow, waiting patiently for his cue to sit.

      Adelphos gave the cue immediately, then stared angrily at Hiro, who arched a perfectly shaped eyebrow back at Adelphos, not cowed by his black mood. In fact, Hiro seemed chipper as he stared at Adelphos’s disgruntlement.

      “Why are you so happy?” Adelphos asked, sitting up properly and eyeing the man with deep suspicion. It never boded well if Hiro was excited.

      “I can sense a change in you. That should be a good thing, correct?” Hiro brushed back an errant strand of dark hair before returning his attention to Adelphos.

      “No. It’s not a good thing. Why are there so many gewgaws on the table? I hate looking at clutter when I’m eating,” Adelphos complained. He traced the grain on the table with his finger, enjoying the slippery smoothness. “Is one of the maids practicing a new hobby or something?”

      “Sir, it looks like this every day. You like looking at flowers. You explained it to the maids the other day,” Hiro said patiently.

      Adelphos cocked his head at his assistant and gave him a look.

      “Apologies, my lord. That came out wrong.”

      Adelphos nodded and took another sip of his wine. He was still antsy and irritable. Hiro didn’t deserve his foul mood; he was a good man. Adelphos closed his eyes and released a deep breath, clearing his mind of the negativity clouding it. “What’s on the agenda?”

      “The young dragons are coming up to the aerie for a visit. They would like to ask you questions about your past and what you did to become the grandmaster.” Hiro fished out his notebook and found the right page.

      “Shouldn’t they visit Reno? He’s more their speed, and his rise to the leadership position is much more relevant to their needs.”

      “They want you because you have history and experience.” Hiro paused for a beat. “You are old enough to be a historical monument.”

      Adelphos narrowed his eyes at Hiro before sighing loudly. “Really? Do you want to keep your job? Or would you prefer I send you back to Japan during the Meiji Restoration?”

      “Ah, apologies, sir. I didn’t mean to upset your delicate sensibilities.” Hiro smiled blandly, making Adelphos twitch and wish to blast the superior smile from Hiro’s face. “Sir, you know the housekeeper frowns on you using magic within the dining hall. It’s getting very difficult to replace the older pieces.”

      Adelphos huffed and went back to staring at the table. Godess, he was bored. Giving Reno the grandmaster position was the best thing for everyone involved. He was tired of trying to mediate battles at the council table. He was lonely and aching. His ability to stay in the present only lasted for a little while. Though speaking with Jake did help to centre him and keep him grounded—he had to know what the day was so he could converse with his online friend. “How long have I been here now?”

      “What do you mean, sir? As in living here in the aerie or life total?” Hiro sat up and immediately dropped the comedic act. His shoulders straightened, and the smile disappeared.

      “In the aerie. When did I take permanent residence again? Time has gotten away from me.” He could admit this to his most trusted man. Adelphos had rescued Hiro from a disrupted country many years ago, and Hiro had never forgotten it.

      “I see. I think you returned permanently when the kites returned from their journey south, so I want to say six months or so.” Hiro met Adelphos’s eyes cautiously. “Is it… is it your magic, sir?”

      Adelphos scratched his head with his claws, trying to understand. The sharp sting of nails had him pausing. His ability to retain human form was also getting worse. His hands never stayed human, and Adelphos had given up on keeping round irises. Something was missing, and Adelphos couldn’t figure out what it was. “It’s part of it. I don’t think I like retirement.”

      “No, I don’t imagine you would. You’re too alone. Have you thought about finding a partner? Like your younglings?” Hiro suggested and ducked his head in preparation for Adelphos’s wrath. “I know you don’t like to be reminded of them.”

      Words on a screen filtered through his head. Sarcasm and wit, kindness and laughter. He wanted the possibility of Jake of the Original Name. He wanted to understand why this man from who-knew-where held his attention and why he felt so familiar even though they had never had a face-to-face meeting. “They don’t need me looking over their shoulder. Reno needs to find his way to be a leader. The others need to look to him first, rather than me.” Adelphos pushed his hair back away from his face. “I’m not fond of this ennui, Hiro. It’s making me cranky.”

      “We know, sir.” Hiro’s comment was swift and quiet. Even he seemed shocked at how fast he spoke. “That was out loud, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes, my dear boy. Is there something you wish to tell me?” Adelphos propped his chin on his hand and gazed benignly at Hiro. He liked his assistant. Hiro spoke the truth and was willing to deal with Adelphos’s quirks, but sometimes his quick mouth got away from him.

      Hiro swallowed audibly and adjusted the buttoned collar on his shirt. “It’s nothing, really, sir. There’s a slight chance the younger staff may be afraid of you and refuse to be in the same area as you when you’re testy.”

      “Has there been a specific incident to cause this fear?” Adelphos asked slowly. He was scaring his staff, the staff he had worked so hard to bring in because they deserved peace and rest, and he was scaring them.

      Hiro rolled his shoulders and spoke diffidently, completely different from before. “Well, sometimes your magic leaks and your dragon side is more pronounced. Your nose becomes more snout-like, and your horns are particularly terrifying. It usually happens when you’re like this.”

      “Like what?”

      “Angry and bored.” The words came out in a sigh, and Adelphos flinched. “Maybe you do need to see the grandmaster. He can help you with this.”

      “He does fix broken things. It’s his schtick. I don’t want to deal with Blue, though.” Adelphos looked at the black claw tracing the grains of wood. “Reno may be able to help me focus my wayward magic or guide me to the right book. He likes books.”

      “You taught him everything you know,” Hiro murmured.

      Adelphos nodded in agreement. He had been Reno’s teacher. Maybe it was time the teacher became the student.

      “Go see him.”

      “Now? It’s like… what time is it?” Adelphos looked around for a clock.

      “No, not now. It’s half past eight,” Hiro said quietly.

      “Right, it’s a bit late for a visit. Maybe we will prepare for tomorrow.” Adelphos studied the flower arrangement he’d disparaged. He didn’t want to look at himself as broken.

      “Yes, sir. Will you
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