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          THE FRESHNESS OF A NEW YEAR
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           Not sure about a lot of you, but I pretty much hated 2024.

      WMG Books and me and Kris all had life events to deal with, and thankfully, now that we are starting a new year, the company is still cleaning up a few messes but is doing great. And both Kris and I are in good health and back writing almost at full speed.

      So 2025 is starting off with promise.

      I like that.

      As for this magazine, it is also doing great. We had a good subscription drive Kickstarter campaign in June and got out six really fun anthologies the month before. Six more are due out this coming spring. Stay tuned for those.

      You can find all the Pulphouse books at PulphouseMagazine.com plus monthly and yearly subscriptions and some really fun merchandise. I can’t begin to tell you how much I love my Thumper pillow.

      And the Thumper mug gets way, way too much use.

      Any purchase of a Pulphouse book or magazine subscription or merchandise from PulphouseMagazine.com really helps keep this magazine alive and healthy.

      So right here, at the first of this new year, I want to not only thank you wonderful subscribers to this crazy magazine, but the writers who fill the pages with high-quality fiction that is often just a beat off the beat, if you know what I mean.

      Pulphouse as a brand and trademark started in 1987 and in varied ways it has been going ever since. So here in 2025 that makes 38 years now. Wow, that is cool and sort of stunning to think about.

      But mostly, I need to thank the wonderful crew who have kept this magazine going through everything this past year. Professional fiction writer Christina F. York came out of retirement from her accounting job and gave up some of her writing to do more than I want to think about.

      Stephanie Writt organized everything that you might imagine needs to be organized for a monthly magazine. Including an army of VAs. And even more.

      And Kristine Kathryn Rusch, my partner in all crimes publishing, took it upon herself to do schedules. It is why we did not miss an issue in all the chaos that was 2024.

      Thank you, Chris, Steph, and Kris. What a wonderful and amazing team.

      Now, into 2025. We know it will be a wild ride. So hang on. And I hope you enjoy the stories as much as I did when putting this issue together.

      
        
        Dean Wesley Smith

        Las Vegas, Nevada
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            ROBERT JESCHONEK

          

        

      

    

    
           Robert Jeschonek continues his streak of being in every issue of this magazine. All thirty-seven plus Issue Zero.

      The reason Robert has this streak is simply because his stories are often just perfect Pulphouse stories. And with this story, Robert takes the idea of dragon fantasy and twists a bestselling novel idea around it with a classic Robert twist.

      Robert’s stories have appeared in dozens of magazines and he has published dozens of novels as well. He has even worked for DC Comics and early in his career sold me a couple stories when I was editing for Star Trek at Pocket Books. He seems to be able to do it all. And to see all the amazing projects he has done, check out his website at robertjeschonek.com.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE DRAGON WITH THE GIRL TATTOO

          

          ROBERT JESCHONEK

        

      

    

    
      It was the middle of the day in the middle of the desert, but the sky was dark with dragons. Thousands of them swooped overhead in a river of wings and gleaming bodies, blotting out the sun as they flowed from horizon to horizon.

      Meanwhile, far below, a much smaller dragon wobbled to a bumpy landing and bounded across the sand on foot. Instead of vast, leathery wings, this one had four smaller, diaphanous pinions like those of a dragonfly. Instead of gold, silver, ruby, sapphire, or emerald scales, this one's hide was pale green with dull rust highlights. Instead of breathing fire, she only puffed out the unseen and harmless exhalations of someone in a hurry, panting for breath.

      And instead of staring up at the ocean of dragons swarming in the sky, she kept her gaze locked on the group of figures crowded around a body on the desert floor.

      Two of them were pygmy dragons like she was—a male and a female. A third dragon, also a male, was spinier, blue-scaled, and three times the size of any of the pygmies.

      "Reiki!" The big blue, whose name was Ohm, flicked his tail. "This is it! We found one! We found one!"

      It was the most excited that Reiki had ever heard Ohm, and with good reason. Ohm and his friends had been working with her for years, searching for legendary creatures—or cryptids—and this was the first time they'd found anything concrete.

      As soon as Reiki stumbled to a stop, Ohm breathed out a tongue of flame to light the scene. The other pygmies leaned in, watching for Reiki's reaction.

      Which, at first, was puzzled. The form on the sand was bipedal—two arms and two legs—but it was covered in some kind of baggy white skin. Its back was distended by a humplike protrusion with faintly squared edges. The head was a kind of bubble or shell with a white back and mirror-surfaced visor.

      At least, that was what Reiki thought until Ohm reached out with a clawed toe and tapped a node on the side of the head. The mirrored visor slid up, revealing a second, clear surface underneath, through which she finally saw the true head of the specimen. The bubble, she realized, was a helmet.

      "By Ouroboros!" She could not believe her eyes. The thing she had searched for all her life was in front of her. The thing that had inspired her to become a cryptozoologist, seeking out legendary species around the globe, was curled up on the sand like a baby dragon in its egg.

      Leaning closer and peering through the helmet's clear surface, she saw that the creature's flesh was pink and without scales. It had a short mane attached to the top of its head, black in color. Its eyes were bright green and wide open, yet without awareness.

      She recognized it instantly from the legends, drawings, and lore. "Human!"
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        * * *

      

      "It was found here, just like this?" asked Reiki as she bent over the body in the sand.

      "Correct." The other female pygmy dragon, bright yellow Lizt, huffed out two puffs of smoke—the dragon equivalent of a nod. "Found three hours ago by some kids hunting jackalope."

      "But nobody knows how the body got here," said the violet-hued male pygmy—Kio, by name.

      "Not even them?" Reiki pointed a single claw up at the swarm of dragons in the sky.

      Everyone looked up at once. A collective shiver went through the group, and rightly so. The presence of the Procession was always quick to raise a shiver or worse from any of the millions of dragons populating the world. Where the Procession flew, the Culling was not far behind.

      And no one outside the Procession knew when and where that murderous event would begin.

      "I don't think there's any way to reach them, once they take flight," said Ohm.

      "Damn," said Reiki. "So tell me what clues we've found so far on our own."

      "Three concentric circles of scorched sand around the dump site." Ohm gestured with his stunted foreclaws, pointing out the circles. "They weren't left by dragon flame, which would have turned the sand to glass."

      "What else?" asked Reiki.

      "Some kind of fine, glittering dust on the suit," said Kio. "We're collecting samples, of course."

      "Anything else?"

      "Not yet," said Lizt.

      Bending over, Reiki tipped her long, green snout close to the body and inhaled deeply. Her olfactory sense, like that of many dragons, was very strong.

      "Well?" Ohm's tail switched impatiently.

      "Incredible." Reiki's big, crimson eyes narrowed as she tried to sort out the mix of unusual scents. "I've never smelled anything like this. None of it is remotely familiar."

      "The human's fur is the wrong color, too," said Lizt.

      Reiki frowned. "Huh?"

      "The human on the ground has black fur," said Lizt. "Unlike the human on your belly."

      Reiki looked down at the figure tattooed in gold ink on her rust-colored abdomen—a human form with pale hair and arms and legs outspread. She'd had it inked into her hide years ago, as if anyone needed more obvious proof of her obsession.

      "I guess I'll have to update the tattoo," said Reiki.

      Lizt and Kio laughed, which among dragons consisted of high-pitched whistling and tail switching.

      "For now, let's finish collecting samples and haul this human out of here." Reiki glanced up at the passing Procession. "Before anyone tries to ruin this for us."
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Feng slithered his long, sinuous body around the obsidian table in the center of his cavernous lab. He couldn't take his multifaceted amber eyes off the human that lay there, stripped of its white clothing and bubble helmet. He hadn't let it out of his sight since Reiki and her team had brought it to him for examination, racing from the desert to the nearby mountain city of Yuga.

      "Fascinating." Feng bobbed his head up and down, the golden tendrils of his vast mustache tickling the table and floor. "And much smaller than I expected, based on the ancient oral lore."

      "Maybe the lore was wrong." Reiki was just as mesmerized by the sight of the unclothed human under the bright light of the luminescent lichens stuck to the ceiling.

      "Either way, this is history in the making." Feng's bright red body, with its elaborate gold markings, twined once more around the table, brushing along its glossy black edge.

      Stopping, Feng reared up above the human's lower body. Extending one silver scimitar claw, he tapped the creature's foot and listened, then moved up along the length of its leg, doing the same again and again.

      As always, Reiki was mystified by his techniques, though she could never argue with his results. Feng was a born healer, and one of the best. He might have been the product of an ultra-refined breeding program (like all professionals in dragon society), but he'd learned great skills from some of the best healers in the world.

      Not to mention, he indulged her crazy theories. It would have been easy to dismiss her as a crank—especially after what had happened with her last big find—but he never did. He was a well-respected dragon at a major healing center, and he never, ever mocked her.

      Unlike most of the rest of the world, which ridiculed her not only for past mistakes, but for her lowly social status as a non-firebreathing pygmy.

      "You won't damage him too much, I hope," she said. "We need the body intact to present to the public."

      Irritated, Feng stamped twelve of his twenty-four feet. "I thought you wanted an autopsy to determine place of origin and cause of death."

      "Not too invasive, though," said Reiki. "No one will believe what we have if it's hacked to pieces."

      "True. You face an uphill battle as it is."

      "So tell me what you've found so far," said Reiki.

      "I think she died of asphyxiation, though I can't be sure at this point. I believe the tank attached to her suit was designed to carry breathable air, and it was empty. Her skin isn't naturally blue, either. In my opinion, the bluish tint is from lack of oxygen."

      "Wait." Reiki's red eyes widened. "You said 'she.'"

      "Because of the presence of female reproductive organs, yes," said Feng. "And mammary glands, similar to those of the sasquatch, loup-garou, and other warm-blooded wildlife."

      "A female." Reiki gazed with wonder at the face of the human. "What else?"

      "Many unfamiliar scents, as you've pointed out. And tastes." Feng's forked red tongue emerged and flickered over the skin of the human's hand. "The best lead we have is the dust on the suit, though."

      "What about it?"

      "The flavor—the composition—is very similar to that of certain meteors recovered elsewhere."

      "You're trying to tell me she's... what?" Reiki pointed upward. "From space?"

      Feng let out two puffs of smoke in a nod. "I believe the suit was meant for survival out there, somehow. Though I couldn't begin to tell you how that's even possible."

      "'Any dragon who flies beyond the sky is doomed to die,'" said Reiki, quoting scripture. "Just like the Flock Resplendent."

      "Who became the stars in the dark." Feng stared solemnly at the body on the slab. "Everyone knows that."

      Reiki walked over to the stone counter where the human's garments were spread and ran a claw over a brightly colored patch on the white survival suit. The patch showed an image of a white object with wings and a stubby snout, suspended among stars in the black void of space.
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      "Do they?" she said thoughtfully. "Do they really know that?"
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        * * *

      

      When Reiki left the lab, her friends were waiting outside, gazing up at the Procession.

      "They're getting closer," said Ohm. "They've dropped a good bit since the last time they flew over."

      "The Lowering has begun, for sure," said Kio. "Which means the Culling can't be far behind."

      "I guess we're on a tight schedule, then," said Lizt. "In case they decide to cull here or wherever we're going to be next."

      "That would be our luck." Kio pawed the glassy ground. "We finally find a human, and the Procession destroys the proof."
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      "But at least we don't have any more war," Ohm said sarcastically.

      Reiki scowled up at the passing behemoths. Ending the destructive wars that had almost wiped out the dragons centuries ago was the reason for the Culling. Razing one nation every five years without mercy or explanation somehow quelled the desire for all-out, extinction-level war. It kept the more violent elements of dragondom in line, as the criteria for annihilation remained mysterious.

      It also threw a dark blanket over dragon civilization in the bargain, it seemed to Reiki and many like her. Which was one of the reasons she cared so much for the humans of legend. In the stories, humans had always been more peace-loving and enlightened, the opposite of the mostly warlike and closed-minded dragons.

      "So what did Dr. Feng come up with?" asked Ohm.

      "He thinks the dust is from space," said Reiki. "And the suit might have been made for space survival."

      "You're culling me!" said Kio. "Space? As in night-sky, Flock-Resplendent-slaughtering darkness?"

      Lizt raised and flattened the spines along her back, a dragon sigh. "The Flock is an old myth."

      "If Feng says space, there must be something to it," said Ohm. "So what's our next move?"

      "I wonder if there were other meteor strikes last night, in about the same time frame. What if that human isn't the only thing that came down?"

      "Good question." Lizt gave her yellow tail a flick. "We need to look into it."

      "With the Procession underway, it shouldn't be hard finding folks who've been watching the skies," said Kio.

      "I'll make the call." Tilting his head back, Ohm aimed his snout in the air and let out a shrill, ululating cry, so ear-splittingly loud it would travel for miles. Other criers would answer or relay the message through the complex, worldwide network of the Knell.

      "Great, thanks," said Reiki. "And while you're doing that, there's something I need to take care of."
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        * * *

      

      Taking to the air on her own, Reiki flew across town to her next destination. In the process, she got to take in an aerial view of Yuga, her hometown—and, still, the location of her family.
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      Yuga looked like a mountain range of gleaming obsidian and metal, a vast rank of shimmering black and silver peaks marching into the distance. All of it had been fused and forged and formed by the fiery breath of giant dragons, raised from an empty plain into cavernous homes in which the beasts could find shelter.

      Even so, it wasn't a place of safety for everyone. Though Reiki had grown up there, her life within its bounds had been anything but sheltered.

      As she fluttered over it now, she remembered those long-ago days of torment. A pygmy dragon, she'd been ridiculed for her small stature and worse; her inability to breath fire had been the ultimate mark of shame.

      It hadn't ended when she'd gotten older and left for what she'd hoped would be friendlier places. Her status as a non-firebreather and pygmy had left her branded by society, forbidden from mating lest her corrupt traits contaminate the gene pool.

      So it was only natural that she'd looked elsewhere than dragons for a role model, that she'd embraced the legends of humanity.

      But her family had never understood the attraction... or her, for that matter. They'd stayed in Yuga and left her to her own devices. That had mostly been enough, bringing her a measure of recognition, plus the small team of friends and supporters who worked with her on the hunt for cryptids.

      Still, she never gave up hope that her family might someday accept her.

      Swooping down, she made her usual bumpy landing in front of her family's hangar-like home. "Hello? Is anybody here?"

      A moment later, her father's huge, horned head came snaking out on his long neck, coppery scales glinting in the faint sunbeams punching through the gaps in the Procession.

      "Reiki," he said dully.

      "Humans are real," she told him bluntly. "We found one."

      "Not this again." His disappointment was tinged with mockery.

      "What's that?" Mother swooped down from whatever errand she'd been running and landed beside Father's head.

      "I said we finally found one," said Reiki. "A human."

      "Another hoax, no doubt," said Father. "Another wax dummy."
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      Was he ever going to stop bringing that up? How she'd been so excited by a possible sighting seven years ago that she'd accepted falsified evidence without fully examining it?

      "It's not a hoax," Reiki said coldly. "It's been autopsied and verified by a healer."

      "Of course it has," said Father.

      "Oh, honey." Mother flapped a wing sadly. "Isn't it time you let go and got on with your life?"

      "Never." Dreaming of humans was all that had kept Reiki going through the painful years of growing up. Imagining a better world, where cruelty and unpredictable slaughter were not the only way of life, had sustained her.

      "We just don't want you to be hurt, dear," said Mother.

      Then you shouldn't have let them treat me like garbage just for being a pygmy non-firebreather, thought Reiki.

      But what she told them, showed them, was very different. She shook her head, ruffled her neck frill, thrashed her tail, flickered her tongue, and snorted loudly, all at the same time.

      In the language of dragons, it was the expression for an emotion unique to their species, which is impossible to explain succinctly. Its meaning has been said to encompass, to some degree, the following concepts:

      -	That which does not burn or perish

      -	That which grows more impossible the more you reach for it

      -	The joy and sorrow of reaching with limitless desire yet never obtaining

      Seeing it expressed so blatantly in front of them left Reiki's father and mother stupefied for once. It had been as if she'd just told them the deepest truth and the greatest insult at the same time.

      Then she flew away to return to her team and the important work ahead.
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        * * *

      

      "There's the meeting spot!" Ohm shouted over the wind of his flight. "Coming in for a landing, you guys!"

      The big blue dragon angled down from the heights, heading for the sandy beach below. Reiki, Lizt, and Kio clung to his back, on which they'd ridden all the way from Yuga. As pygmies with smaller wingspans, the trip would have taken much longer if they'd flown on their own.

      "I don't see anyone there yet," said Reiki.

      "We're a little early," shouted Ohm. "But this is definitely the place we agreed to over the Knell."

      The sapphire ocean glittered in the sunlight as they plunged toward the shore. Since the Procession was elsewhere, and it wasn't a cloudy day, there was actual sunlight on the landscape for a change.

      "I can't wait to see what they have," said Reiki.

      Ohm banked and spiraled, approaching the surf. "All I know is, it fell from a high altitude in the same general time frame as the human."

      "And it's not a natural object, you said. Not a meteor." Reiki got more excited every time she thought about it. The coast was hundreds of miles from where they'd found the human, but she thought it was possible that different falling bodies moving at different trajectories might have started at the same source and still come down that far apart.

      No sooner did Ohm's claws touch the beach than the water out beyond the breaking waves began to ripple and swirl. Reiki, Lizt, and Kio scrambled down off their courier's back and huddled beside him, eyes glued to the churning sea.

      As they watched, two huge, green humps pushed up from the surface, each bigger than all four of the visitors put together. Seawater gushed from both of them as they slowly rose and opened, revealing enormous golden eyes with diamond-shaped pupils underneath.

      The open eyes kept rising, giving way to a gigantic head and snout. Even as the monstrous snout cleared the surface, gouts of steam wafted from its giant nostrils.

      "Hey there!" Ohm flew closer, putting down in the foamy edge of the surf. "Thanks for coming, Urmur!"

      When the sea dragon spoke, its thunderous voice shook the ground. "I HAVE BROUGHT WHAT YOU SEEK. THAT WHICH FELL FROM THE SKY LAST NIGHT."
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      "We can't thank you enough, mighty Urmur!" said Ohm.

      Ponderously, Urmur raised his head further from the surface of the water on his seemingly endless emerald neck. "IS THAT HER?" He pointed his snout at the pygmies on the sand behind Ohm.

      "The driving force of our quest, yes!" Ohm looked back at Reiki and bobbed his head, summoning her forward. "Her name is Reiki."

      "REIKI." Urmur's head swayed atop his beanstalk of a neck. "YOU HAVE TRULY FOUND A HUMAN?"

      Nervously, Reiki fluttered over to join Ohm. "We have!"

      "AND THE OBJECT I POSSESS? YOU THINK IT WAS MADE BY A HUMAN?"

      "There's only one way to find out," said Reiki.

      "THEN LET'S FIND OUT!"

      Suddenly, Urmur's head plunged from its height, stabbing toward her at a fantastic rate of speed. Before Reiki or anyone else could react, the great beast's open jaws had engulfed her.
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        * * *

      

      Reiki bounced and rolled in the wet darkness as Urmur lurched away with his mouthful. His slimy tongue flung her from side to side, whacking her against the solid bars of his teeth.

      Crying out, she tried to hold on, but everything she grabbed was too slippery. She spun around in the slop of the beast's saliva, turned end over end by the twisting and jostling of his mouth parts.

      Then, without warning, the whole thing shot downward, flinging her against what she thought must be the bony ridges of the palette. A great exhalation of wind blew past her, knocking her around like a leaf.

      Then seawater flooded the space, pushing out every last draft of air. Reiki floated through it, completely submerged, so taken by surprise that she hadn't thought to capture one last breath.

      But it didn't matter. Being a non-firebreather meant she was a non-breather, as well. Though breathing was a reflex for her under normal circumstances, she could do without it indefinitely if she needed.

      As she bobbed around in the water, a reddish glow appeared from Urmur's throat, the start of a fire. Even submerged, the great sea dragon could conjure a charge of flame as he liked.

      By the glow of Urmur's furnace, Reiki saw something small and white lodged between two huge teeth. Swimming over to it, she grabbed the rectangular object with both hands, braced her feet against the teeth, and tugged.

      It took her three tries to pull the object free. As soon as she had it, a great, bubbling moan of relief roiled up from Urmur's throat, throwing the water in his mouth into a frenzy of agitation.

      Sensing what was to come, Reiki hugged the object against her chest with both arms and rolled into a ball around it. No sooner had she braced herself than the mouthful of water was ejected from Urmur's mouth with a powerful force, taking her with it.
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        * * *

      

      "Please tell me you didn't know I was going to get gulped," Reiki growled as Ohm picked her up from the water and flew her back ashore.

      "He did mention a toothache," said Ohm.

      When he put her down on the beach, Reiki held up the white object. "You're just lucky he didn't spit me out empty-handed."

      "What'd you get? What is it?" Lizt ran toward her with Kio close behind.

      Reiki took a good look at the object for the first time. It was rectangular and about twice the size of her hand. Its shell was hard and smooth to the touch, formed from some kind of white material that reminded her of the back of the human's helmet.

      And that wasn't the only thing that reminded her of the human.

      "By Ouroboros!" Lizt pointed a claw at the colorful emblem on one of the flat sides of the object. "Do you see what that is?"

      Reiki felt a swell of excitement. The circular insignia showed an image of a white object with wings and a stubby snout, suspended among stars in the black void of space.

      "It's the same artwork that was on the human's garment," she said. "The two are connected."

      "And what's this?" With the tip of a claw, Kio flicked a switch on the object's edge.

      It took all Reiki could do not to drop the object as it came to life in her hands. One flat side lit up, showing a square screen with a familiar, map-like image.

      "That's the coast." She ran her claw along a crooked line that stitched across the square screen from top to bottom. "This must be us." She tapped a solid dot of white light near the bottom of the line, then tapped another white dot, blinking fast and moving, near the top. The mechanism made a pinging noise in time with the blinks. "And that..."

      "...is something we need to find now," said Ohm.
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        * * *

      

      Again, Ohm took to the sky, carrying Reiki, Lizt, and Kio on his back. What exactly they were heading for, they didn't know, but they all agreed that they were going in the right direction.

      That the object was a tracker of some kind became more certain as they covered more ground. The dot that seemed to represent the object itself moved further north along the image of the coastline as they flew in that direction.

      For a while, the other dot—the blinking one at the top of the screen—moved northward, too, maintaining the gap between them. When they'd been in the air for a while, though, the target dot grew still.

      "Why did it stop?" asked Lizt.

      "Your guess is as good as mine," said Reiki.

      But as they continued on course and got closer, she finally understood.

      Ohm and the group soared into a dense cloud bank, blind to the view ahead for several moments. When they emerged in open sky on the other side, they saw something astonishing and immediately recognizable in the distance.

      "Jörmungandr's scales!" hissed Reiki. "I should have known!"

      The skies ahead were swirling with darkness—thousands of full-grown dragons flying in a tightly-packed, ever-moving disk. The Procession was over; all the dragons who'd spent days hurtling over places near and far, keeping the world guessing about their intentions, had assembled here for their dreaded last act—the Culling.

      And Ohm and the others were charging straight for it.
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        * * *

      

      As Ohm raced forward, Reiki shivered against his scales. She knew what was coming next.

      The dragons of the Procession would circle for a while, gathering their energy. Then, at a moment of their choosing, they would unleash all their awful destructive power on the land and its inhabitants below. When they were done, the earth would be scorched beyond recognition, as would anyone or anything that got in the way.

      Still, the target dot on the tracker blinked faster, and the pinging sound accelerated. Whatever the device was leading them to, it didn't seem to be far away.

      "Should we keep going?" Ohm sounded tense but not afraid. "Hope we get in and out before the fireworks start?"

      "We could wait until they're done," offered Lizt.

      "But whatever we're after could be lost, damaged, or destroyed in the Culling," said Kio.

      Suddenly, the pinging of the tracker became a steady, shrill tone, and the target dot changed from white light to red.

      "I'd say we're homing in!" said Lizt.

      It was then that Reiki made up her mind. "Keep going! Fast as you can!"

      "You got it!" Ohm flapped his wings harder, picking up speed.
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        * * *

      

      The closer Ohm got to the circling dragons, the bumpier the flight became. There were so many of them in such concentration that their passage whipped up powerful air currents.

      Desperate not to fall off or drop the tracker, Reiki clamped her legs harder around Ohm's sides and gripped his frill as tight as she could with her free hand. Even at that, the turbulence got so bad that she feared she might be bucked from his back.

      Then there was the matter of the disappearing signal. As Ohm flew to the brink of the cyclone of dragons, the tracker's steady tone cut out, and the red light of the target went dark.
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      "In the name of Quetzalcoatl!" yelled Reiki. "We lost it!"

      "Don't worry!" said Ohm. "It must've moved out of range! They're moving so fast, it'll come back around before you know it!"

      Just then, one passing dragon was bumped by another and slipped out of formation. As it struggled to right itself, its lashing tail hurtled straight toward Ohm.

      Reacting quickly, Ohm banked away from the tail, avoiding an impact, but the wind of its passing kicked him hard enough to throw two of his passengers.

      Only Reiki managed to stay aboard, and just barely at that. Looking down as Ohm steadied, she saw Kio and Lizt plunge a long way down before catching the currents with their wings and jetting away from the dark lands below the circling storm.

      "Keep going or turn back?" shouted Ohm.

      As he said it, the device started pinging again, and the target dot lit up with blinking white light.

      "Keep going! Stay with the flow!"
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the pinging became a steady tone and the target dot turned red, Reiki zeroed in on the nearest dragon—a massive beast, easily five times the size of Ohm, with a night-black hide bristling with sharp spines.

      "That one!" She spurred Ohm with her heels. "Come up alongside him!"

      Ohm had to work overtime to match speed with the passing dragon. Looking over at the leviathan, Reiki quickly spotted a likely object—white, smooth, and out of place, hanging from a spine along the dorsal fin spanning the beast's back. The object must have fallen from above and gotten caught on the great dragon's fin.

      Unfortunately, if Reiki wanted it, she would have to go get it.

      "Get as close as you can to the back-fin!" she shouted.

      Ohm swooped over, navigating between the flaps of the bigger dragon's enormous, leathery wings.

      When they were close, Reiki leaped off Ohm and fluttered over to the beast, which seemed as oblivious to their presence as the rest of the Procession did. Without letting go of the tracker, she landed at the base of the dorsal fin, just below where the object hung.

      Fluttering up, she grabbed the object—a smooth white hoop the size of a cow's head—and worked it up the spine, dislodging it from the tarpaulin-like webbing of the fin.

      But just as she freed the object and turned to go, the great dragon let out a roar and belched a great gout of fire toward the ground below.

      So did every other dragon in the vast, whirling formation, all at once.
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        * * *

      

      Searing blasts of flame poured down in their thousands, blanketing the landscape. Towns and cities melted under the onslaught; dragons, livestock, and wildlife roasted alive.

      Reiki gazed down in horror at the billowing sea of fire. The heat of it surged back to her in pummeling waves that bowled her over, pitching her away from the beast who had given up the hoop.

      Tumbling through the air, Reiki fluttered frantically against the superheated currents. Her erratic flight sent her spinning helplessly toward another dragon that was passing nearby.

      That dragon, a real colossus, thrashed its long tail, snagging one of Reiki's wings on its barbed tip. When Reiki's struggle to free herself got the mighty creature's attention, it paused in pouring out flame and craned its neck around to see her dangling there.

      "No! Please!" screamed Reiki, though she doubted the giant beast could hear her over the roar of the flames.

      The dragon glared in annoyance and cranked open its terrible maw. Reiki could see the flare of fire boiling up from inside, getting ready to fry her to a crisp.

      Then, seemingly out of nowhere, Ohm dove toward them and hurtled into the behemoth's maw, belching out his own stream of fire. The blazing injection pumped into the bigger creature's inner furnace, overloading it.

      That furnace exploded, blasting both the giant and Ohm to fiery bits. Reiki was hurled free, somersaulting over the Culling like a dandelion puff.

      But the airborne carnage didn't stop there. The other dragons were so close in their whirling formation that the blast touched off a chain reaction. One beast after another collided with its neighbors, erupting in quick succession until the entire disk was consumed.

      The combined power of the blasts propelled Reiki upward, sending her rocketing through the sky at an incredible velocity. The world held on to her with crushing force, even as she climbed, and she finally shut down, mercifully blacking out from the pain of her swift ascent.
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        * * *

      

      When Reiki woke, the crushing pain was gone. For the first time in her life, she floated weightlessly, without restraint.

      Her eyes fluttered open to a startling view: countless glittering points of light in a tapestry of infinite darkness.

      She tried to gasp, but there wasn't any air. It was a good thing, then, as a non-firebreather, that she didn't need to breathe.

      It was icy cold, too, but somehow, that didn't bother her. There was also an internal imbalance, as if her guts were pressing against her hide from the inside—but that wasn't really a problem, either. Whatever her unique physiology, it was keeping her intact and alive.

      None of which made sense, if she was where she thought she might be.

      Testing her theory, she turned slowly, looking over her shoulder. The world she'd always known lay behind her, its blues and greens and browns and whites standing out in bright relief in the light of the sun.

      Space. The explosion of the Culling had launched her into space.

      And she was alive. The ancient stories of the Flock Resplendent, the ones that claimed, "Any dragon who flies beyond the sky is doomed to die," had not been correct, after all.

      So far, at least. Or perhaps just for her, or those like her. And the human, of course.

      The thought of the human sent a ripple of panic through Reiki, as she realized she no longer held the human-related objects. Somehow, in her flight from the world, they must have been torn from her grip.

      Thankfully, that must not have happened until she'd made it into space. As she turned in a circle, she saw them both floating not too far away.

      Uncertain how to go after the objects, she instinctively spread her wings... and was surprised at how different they felt. Somehow, they seemed stronger, each gossamer panel tingling with a new sensitivity to the heat of the sun. When she chose a direction and willed herself to move, she was able to catch the flow of sunlight and ride it like a gust of wind, letting it carry her to the objects.

      When she reached the tracker and hoop, she gathered them up and examined them. Now that she had a chance to look closely, she realized they fit together. There were indentations along the inner edge of the hoop for each of the four corners of the tracker.

      When she snapped them together, both objects glowed and vibrated in her grip. A section of the outer rim of the hoop sprouted seven silver antennae.

      Reiki pointed those gleaming silver filaments away from the world, and a new image flickered to life on the screen of the tracker: a field of twinkling stars against a background of darkness. At the bottom of the screen was a steady dot of white light that could only be the device's location. At the top of the screen was something else—another light, blinking in the distance, mysterious and summoning.

      Was it something human? Someplace human? Or something else altogether?

      At least Reiki had hope that it might be something better than the dismal world behind her, the hard world, ruled by the strong and rapacious, that had never wanted her because of who she was or what she believed.

      Given the choice, she turned her back on that world without a second thought. She regretted only that Ohm, who had sacrificed everything to set her free, could not be with her now.

      Reiki flapped her wings, so diaphanous and beautiful in the light of the sun, and rode the tide into the glittering darkness ahead.

      As she set out on her journey, she couldn't resist one last head shake/frill ruffle/tail thrash/tongue flicker/snort (silent) to express that complex emotion exclusive to dragons... some dragons, that is. The emotion that would perhaps be understandable to humans, at least in part, as:

      -	That which does not burn or perish

      -	That which grows more impossible the more you reach for it

      -	The joy and sorrow of reaching with limitless desire yet never obtaining

      Then she added a new twist—a wriggle of her belly with the human tattoo, as if to say yes, I am now a human, too. And the beating of her wings as she rode the solar wind into the endless, glorious night added yet another nuance, though there might never be another dragon who experienced that marvelous, unnamable feeling in exactly the same way that she did that day.
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