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JOE COULDN’T hear anything but the occasional drag of his shoelace on the pavement and the distant crash of the tide. When the waves were silent, he caught the sound of his own choked, uneven breathing. He jammed his hands into his pockets and clenched them tight. He focused on the cracks in the old sidewalk and the soft bump of his backpack against his back as he walked. His feet were cold. Everlasting was chilly at night, even at the tail end of May. It didn’t help that one of his sneakers had a hole and he’d forgotten his coat.

He told himself to ignore the temperature, although no one was around to see him shiver. The town didn’t have much of a nightlife—a few bars, the corporate coffee shop open until ten, the occasional fancy gathering in one of the big houses overlooking the bay. Anyone looking for a good time had to drive down the highway to one of the bigger towns or all the way to the city, although that was supposed to change soon. His mom had said something about summer tourism increasing, probably to suggest he get a part-time job before he moved to the city for school.

He didn’t mind. Anything to get out.

He crossed an empty intersection, heading vaguely toward the harbor and the bay. He could walk along the sand for hours, and did sometimes when his mom was working and he had nothing else to do. Everything would taste of salt and lightning, and the wind would be wild. The view was best when the fog and clouds were rolling in and the sea and the sky were gray at the same time.

That view was one of the few things he’d miss about this shitty town. The city was farther inland and down where the waters were warmer. The coastline would be different, and so would the mountains and the trees.

On his way down Old Main Street, he passed historic homes—well-maintained Victorians that were the town’s second claim to fame. If he stayed on this street, he could walk for hours and not encounter a single person, just more old houses and then eventually trees, acres and acres of the variety of redwoods that had given the town its name back in the days of the Gold Rush. If he went back the way he’d come, he’d pass through the streets where the regular people lived, the normal, good, respectable, mostly white people and their kids.

He’d hear them first, though. Grad night parties were probably as loud as their other parties.

He kept to his current path, passing silently under pretty streetlamps and disregarding traffic signals since they had no traffic to worry about. The city was going to be a change. He’d be one in a crowd there, not just one.

He swung his backpack to his other shoulder to check his phone. He had several unopened texts. He ignored them to look at the time.

Twelve o’clock on grad night. He imagined most of the kids were good and drunk by now, gathered around a fire pit in someone’s backyard to share beer. Their grad night parties were probably like their other parties, which he heard about the following Monday in snatches of conversation as he walked through the hall. Mostly he overheard a lot about them throwing up or making out in the shadows at the edge of the firelight, semipublic groping. Because dating someone wasn’t nearly as important as everyone else knowing about it and approving. Like being invited to those parties in the first place—it wasn’t about fun; it was about the show. It had to look right.

Joe scrubbed at his cold cheeks and wiped his eyes, then turned toward the harbor. The sea would be black this time of night, but he would have had to borrow his mom’s car to go to the trees. The presence of the redwoods would be too much right now. He wanted noise. It might keep him from doing something wild.

His phone buzzed in his pants pocket—another text—but he ignored it and took a right, toward the park in the town square. Sometimes there were transients down by the harbor, and some of the workers at the factories drank there after hours, but other than that, Everlasting wasn’t dangerous. People hurt each other like they probably did everywhere, and some of them were good at it, but nobody did anything illegal, not really. Because of the town’s first claim to fame.

Joe came to an abrupt stop at the entrance to the square and tipped his head back to stare at the statue of the town’s most famous founder. Dìzhèn the dragon stared back at him with knowing bronze eyes. Dìzhèn was beautiful, or at least her sculpture was. But Joe knew, deep down, that she must have been. All dragons were. They moved with careless grace, and spoke in elegant, clipped words, and they shined in the light like jewels.

Even with distant streetlamps to let him see, Joe could tell she was just like them—her family, her descendants, here to watch over the town.

He snorted at the thought and stepped closer to the statue’s giant brick base. He didn’t care about the turn of the century design of the rest of the park, with its hedges and wrought iron fences curled protectively around small trees. He focused on Dìzhèn, the reason people wanted to come to this town.

Everlasting was famous because it had been chosen by a dragon. That was supposed to mean something.

Everyone knew the fantastic story of the dragon who had conquered a town—or at least bought one, and kept it. He was supposed to draw inspiration from it, or feel flattered; he’d never been sure which. Part of him did like the story, because he knew the humans at the time must have hated Dìzhèn with a burning passion for being everything they weren’t. They had probably glared at her with jealous hatred in their blue eyes, and spent their every waking moments either pretending she didn’t exist or trying to make her life miserable. She had triumphed over them, but it must have hurt to be the only one of her kind in a hostile land.

But he looked at her and couldn’t imagine her making mistakes. If she had, she’d probably burned all the evidence, or hexed it with her magic, or whatever it was dragons did.

Joe didn’t have magic that he knew of, although that didn’t stop people at school from saying he did. But he hadn’t spelled anyone. He hadn’t done anything.

He clenched his hands in his jeans pockets again, then raised one hand to wipe at his nose. He hadn’t done anything but say yes, because he was reckless like that. He should have known he would be the one to get in trouble. He should have been smarter, not pathetic enough to think attention meant he was special.

His phone buzzed again.

Joe wondered if it was another apology, each one full of more and more typos as Russ got drunker and drunker at whatever party he and his girlfriend had gone to. Jock party, cheerleader party, honor student party, rich kids party. It could have been anywhere in the right part of town. Russ and Mads were wealthy and white and popular and going to proper four-year schools in the fall, and not the nearest junior college like Joe.

Russ was going to miss him. That was the last text Joe had read. He would have smashed his phone, but no way would he have been able to replace it. As it was, he’d kissed his mom on her cheek before she’d headed to her shift, and then he’d grabbed his backpack and started walking.

He’d been wandering through town for hours and didn’t know why. Russ didn’t even know where Joe lived, and he sure as hell wouldn’t have shown up there anyway. Wrong part of town, even if his girlfriend would have let him go.

Not his girlfriend, just a friend, he claimed. An ex, he’d added after that. But she was obsessed with him, so he had to be careful. But Joe made him want to be brave, made him want to try things, made him want.

A trace of heat shot through Joe’s skin and made his mouth go dry. He immediately felt sick. The memory of getting fucked in Russ’s house while his parents weren’t home shouldn’t make him horny. Joe wasn’t at any party. He was compliments about his mouth and a text in class asking for a blowjob. He was slick kisses in Russ’s shiny car and then private excuses and text apologies and watching Russ turn away from him in the halls.

He frowned as he studied the sinuous curve of the dragon’s body, the shine on her scales so bright he could still see it in the dark. He listened to arriving texts he wasn’t going to answer, and stared at her. His stomach was twisting so much he could feel bile in his throat. The cold had him shivering. His phone wouldn’t stop. Russ must be wasted, or maybe he wasn’t and this was all some hilarious joke to everyone at that party.

They thought he was magic, that he must have made Russ do it, because otherwise why would Russ want him. Poor and Native or poor and Mexican, it didn’t matter which they thought was worse. It mattered what Russ thought, and it turned out that no matter what he’d said, he felt the same as everyone else. He hadn’t seen anything in Joe but an ass and a mouth and probably Joe’s foolish hope that someone like Russ would like him.

His whole life in this town, in the same schools with the same group of kids, and still Joe hadn’t learned he wasn’t one of them.

He’d remember it now.

Joe had a can of spray paint in his backpack and a fever in his blood. He wouldn’t face a dragon’s wrath if he did anything. There weren’t any dragons here anymore. They hadn’t chosen anything.

He pulled the can of paint from his backpack and turned to look at Dìzhèn’s face. His eyes went to hers, and stayed there.

Lightning shot down his back and then a hot flush ran under his skin. His cheeks felt like they’d been scalded.

Dìzhèn’s eyes gleamed at him in the dark, but Joe glared stubbornly back at her. His phone stopped buzzing, and he wanted to smile even though his eyes were dry and stinging. No more drunk texts. No more offers to meet down by the harbor or while parents were away for the weekend. No more front seat hand jobs and sucking Russ off in the bathroom. No more wanting to bring Russ home but hoping he’d never have to show him their crappy apartment.

No more silent treatment at school the next day, or being ignored in class, or thinking about anyone making out with anyone more socially acceptable in front of their respectable, decent friends.

Joe squared his shoulders and looked at Dìzhèn and waited.

Dragons were supposed to be able to see the worth in something. She must have seen something in this town, in these people, all those years ago, but Joe couldn’t imagine what. What right did she have to judge, to choose, anyway? What right did any of them have?

He stuck his chin out and considered her. She might have accomplished a lot, but what had the rest of the dragons done? They weren’t even here anymore. Not one golden figure remained in their mansion in the hills.

The wind picked up. The stirring trees sent a shadow across Dìzhèn’s face that turned her lips up at the corner, gave her lines of laughter around her eyes.

Joe startled backward and dropped the can of paint. It rolled along the pavement, obnoxious and loud, and he chased after it with sudden panic. When he finally grabbed it and spun back toward Dìzhèn, the shadow had passed.

He stared at unmoving bronze for several minutes, until his phone buzzed again and made him jump.

He turned it off with a furious snarl, his face hot with how pathetic he was, and then shoved the can of paint into his bag. There was no dragon magic, and no one was going to choose anything. There was just Joe and a hunk of bronze that wasn’t nearly bright enough.

He turned his back on it and walked through the empty park in the direction of the trees.
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THE STATUE of Dìzhèn watched over the park in the center of the town. Raised high on a square brick base, Zarrin’s illustrious ancestor twinkled in the pale winter sunlight. The imposing bronze figure, dressed in a nineteenth-century men’s suit and hat and standing on two legs, looked similar to any statue in any other small town, at least so Zarrin understood from television. But unlike most founding citizens of that era, this one had Chinese features. She also had a large dragon coiled around her feet, made of the same gleaming metal.

The tourists who came to Everlasting for the quaint restored houses, or the coastal views, or to hike or hunt in the nearby mountains, probably thought the dragon was ornamental. The artists who had cast the statue might have thought so too. Out of necessity, Dìzhèn had hidden from most humans and left much of her public business in the hands of her human secretary. When Dìzhèn had needed to venture out into the world, she had chosen a human form, a male human form to make her business easier. It hadn’t been until sometime after the First World War that the truth came out that Dìzhèn had been both female and dragon. That was her elegant, powerful form curled around the feet of the standing figure.

She had come to this country with all her treasure and made a home for herself and her grown children. She bought the land the loggers of the time had nearly destroyed, poured money into the fisheries and the ships in the harbor, and built the grand house her descendants still owned, all at a time when beings were hidden, the Chinese were unwelcome in white communities, and women were considered weaker.

She was true dragon.

Zarrin liked to imagine she would have been fond of him, if only for what little they had in common besides blood. He also had a male form when shifted into a human, although he had figured out his preference for his male body early in life, and lived it whether or not he was in the public eye.

But deep down he knew that though he might watch over her legacy, her town and the guarded nature preserve a few miles away, Dìzhèn had been a hundred times the dragon he was.

He nodded respectfully at her as he did every day and then left his Vespa parked in her shadow, with his helmet balanced on the seat.

The post office was across the street from the park in the center of town. At midmorning, traffic was light, but Zarrin adjusted his messenger bag as he waited at the light, and wound his cherry-red scarf tighter around his neck.

He wasn’t cold, exactly, but his human body never seemed as warm as it could be. His matching gloves kept the chill from his fingers, but though he pulled his white knitted cap down over his ears, his skin tingled at the damp winter air. The cap was a gift from Bernard, his former housekeeper. Zarrin loved it, but was ashamed to admit he might need earmuffs as well before winter was over. This winter was colder than usual already, or perhaps it seemed that way now that Zarrin spent so much time in town as a human.

He hurried on his way once the light indicated he could safely cross the street, and he dashed past the silent, staring human holding the door open for him. He was eager for news. Bernard, a thirtyish elf, had been with Zarrin’s family for ten years, but had decided at the end of summer that it was time he visit his family and possibly think about finding a home of his own.

The house was quiet without him. Zarrin thought he had done well, though. He bought his very own groceries now, in his daily trips to town, and picked up the mail, and rode his shiny Vespa down the winding roads every day without incident. He’d told Bernard so in his last letter before anxiously inquiring about what Bernard was up to. It was difficult to keep a watchful eye on one’s treasure when it was so far away.

But the mailbox was empty when he unlocked it. Bernard was probably too busy to respond. He never had enjoyed being distracted when he had a task to do. Elves were like that, he had often told Zarrin and then usually banished him to the stool in the corner of the kitchen, to keep him out of the way while Bernard cooked.

Zarrin closed the mailbox and pocketed his key before heading back out into the cold. Puddles in the street from last night’s rain made him pause to worriedly consider the storm drains and whether or not they might be blocked. He had no idea whom to approach if that was the case, but it felt like something a responsible dragon should monitor.

He was getting better at this, he decided, and resolved to check again tomorrow for a letter from Bernard, and in his answering letter to ask Bernard about the town’s drainage. Bernard had been with his family for years, he’d probably know what Zarrin’s parents or grandparents would do to keep their town running smoothly.

Presumably someone in City Hall would also know, but Zarrin wasn’t quite ready to approach that building yet. Perhaps, once he learned more, the council would approach him. Zarrin was the only Xu left, or at least, the only member of his family currently occupying the house and the land. He would do his best to uphold the legacy and keep the town safe. They would see that. The humans might have forgotten in the time his family had been away and the year Zarrin had been left to the house and the Preserve and Bernard’s care, but they would remember soon.

He smiled as he continued down the sidewalk across the street from the park. He could see the bay, in between buildings and over roofs. Far ahead was the silhouette of one of the city’s older, prouder buildings, although of course it didn’t rival his family’s home. Next to him were a number of shops and boutiques that catered to tourists and locals alike, their windows lined with decorative white lights in preparation for the holiday season.

With summer tourism over, the streets were much less crowded. That was one of the reasons Zarrin had decided to venture down from the house. He paused in front of a particularly fantastic window display, then turned, which caused someone to bump into him.

“Could you watch where you’re going, assho....” A muscular blond human teenager trailed off in the middle of his sentence and then swallowed audibly. “Never mind. My fault.” He spun on his heel and headed in the other direction.

Zarrin had yet to get the knack of humans, but he was certain he would in time. He was dragon, after all. Not much of a dragon, but still dragon. It couldn’t be fear of him that kept them from speaking. The locals at least would know his family was here to protect them. There had to be some other reason for their silence. Maybe it was his breath. Maybe it was offensive to humans and he should take up smoking to disguise his fiery breath as many dragons did. He didn’t like the taste of tobacco, but he might be able to find something sweet. Possibly he could try those mints that came in the tins they sold at the coffee shop.

Zarrin went back to considering the display in the window. The sign above him indicated the shop sold antiques and curiosities. The interior certainly appeared to be cluttered with glass lamps and books and sconces and things. But the window display had all the curiosities. He saw wooden carvings of bears and eagles, and ships in bottles, but it was one framed painting among an arrangement of them that caught his eye.

A small painting, deliberately unfinished, with penciled lines at the edges leading to the multitude of colors at the center. Everyone, even a dragon, was small among the redwoods. Anyone standing in the cold, damp groves, looking up toward the hint of sky above, knew they were nothing compared to those ancient trees. The massive redwoods lived for thousands of years. They were among the oldest living things on earth, and even towered over giants.

Zarrin knew the view, knew the feeling of admiring the trees but being alone among them and yet comforted to see them standing. He hadn’t realized others might feel the same.

He put his hand to the glass, already itching to hold the painting, and then tore himself away from the window to enter the shop.

The old man behind the counter looked up from his book and stood there with his mouth agape as Zarrin came inside.

Zarrin approached him with haste.

“The painting in the window, the unfinished one with the redwoods, I like it.” He couldn’t help how his hands curled into a grabbing motion at the words. His heart raced to imagine holding the painting. He didn’t know where he would put it yet, but he’d find a place.

The old human closed his mouth with a snap. For a moment, his gaze followed the curling trails of smoke in the air around Zarrin, and then he blinked. “Painting?”

“In the window,” Zarrin reminded him. “The small one. The one with the mist and the sense of cold. I would like to have it.”

That made the old man blink again, a few times. Then he blurted, “Of course!” in what Zarrin privately thought was an overly loud voice, and came out from behind the counter. Zarrin twisted to watch him while reaching into his bag for his debit card. He knew the card was in there someplace, and it was much easier to keep track of than cash. Zarrin always seemed to lose cash.

He held it out when the man returned, but kept his eyes on the artwork that was soon to be his. The man froze again, which was enough to make Zarrin raise his head and try to focus on him, but then the man pushed the painting at him and took a step back.

“Don’t... don’t worry about it.” The man was behind the counter again before Zarrin could respond. “It’s my treat.”

Zarrin was already clutching the painting to his chest, but he paused. He always paid at the grocery store, and at the coffee shop. Giving money for goods was part of what it meant to be a good and generous benefactor. Also, Bernard had said that not paying for things was stealing.

He held out his card again. “I didn’t ask for a gift,” he corrected, to make certain this was clear, and frowned when the man hesitated before accepting the card. The old man lowered his gaze, focusing on the task of running the card and then tearing off a tiny piece of paper.

“My receipt.” Zarrin nodded sagely as he received it and his card. Receipts were a part of paying for things. Some people used them to keep track of their money. Even Bernard did. So Zarrin tucked it away in his messenger bag and gave a contented sigh. “Thank you for my lovely painting.” He held it out, generously, for the man to see one last time, and then he put it in his bag, with a murmured, “Mine.”

He smiled as he went back out the door, leaving the old man quiet behind him, and was so pleased he could almost forget that once again he had failed to get a human to really speak with him. He didn’t think his breath was that bad, but he stopped at the crosswalk and discreetly exhaled into his gloved palm.

Smoke scent, like clean-burning dry timber, shouldn’t drive anyone away. But he could try the mints. He could even ask about them. He’d use them for his dragon breath and also to start a conversation. “Are these good?” he imagined himself asking, and liked the sound of it. That was simple, friendly. That should get a response.

He crossed the street and made a beeline for Everlasting Cuppa, the independent coffee shop in town and the local favorite. Situated between a deli and an ice cream parlor that served flavors like rosemary orange and candied violet, Everlasting Cuppa looked almost like a pub from the nineteenth century. The building itself was old, down to the glass in most of the windows. Someone—Zarrin didn’t dare try to guess who—had strung up white lights in all those windows sometime since his visit yesterday.

The effect was so pretty Zarrin felt a curl of warm need in his chest. Mine, he thought, with a satisfied puff of air, although his family did not own the coffee shop. All the same, this was his place, as surely as the stand of rocks by the twisting bend of Fool’s Creek and the nest of pillows in the center of his bed. He felt it in his bones, in the magma-hot pit of fire behind his ribs.

Nonetheless, because he also felt a thousand fluttering tremors in his stomach, he paused outside the door to yank his hat from his head and tried to smooth down the dark mess of his hair. He glimpsed himself in the crosshatched glass window of the top half of the shop’s front door—not-tall, not-imposing, shining gold—and lifted his chin as his father might have done. Dignity was what people admired in dragons, not wide, burnished bronze eyes and bitten, chapped lips.

He licked his lips nervously one last time despite that, then braced himself and stepped inside.

He took a second to glance at the tables and stuffed chairs arranged around the central stone fireplace, and shivered at the change in temperature. The fireplace heated much of the main room, with help from the heating system and the collection of coffee brewers behind the counter.

Zarrin shoved his hat into his bag and came farther inside. He should have stared at the board above the counter like many of the other people in line were doing, but his attention immediately went to the man standing behind the cash register.

The quakes in Zarrin’s stomach multiplied. The heat in the shop must be even greater at the front counter, because even on the coldest days, Joe and his coworker wore T-shirts under their aprons. It was possible they wore more clothes earlier in the morning, but Zarrin had yet to witness that. He came into town every day after a sunrise walk through the Preserve, and arrived at the shop usually as Joe or the other human was attempting to clean up from the morning rush.

Today, however, there was a line, and both men were in front of the coffee and espresso machines.

Zarrin’s mouth was unaccountably dry. Joe leaned over the register to wiggle one of the old, loose wires that made it run, and cracked a brief smile for something his coworker called out. When he’d fixed the wire, he straightened up again to take the next person’s order. He flashed a smile for them as well. Zarrin could always tell when Joe was fond of a customer. He’d tilt his head toward them while they talked, even if he was doing something else, like pouring milk or tapping the register buttons. Some of the customers leaned toward him as well, with more than polite interest, but then, Joe was very handsome.

He had black hair that reached his earlobes, although he tied it back in a lazy sort of stubby ponytail most of the time, and blew away the strands that fell into his face while he worked. His hands were clean, sometimes smudged with coffee grounds or crushed bits of loose-leaf tea, his fingernails smooth and short. He wasn’t overly muscular, but there wasn’t much flesh to spare on him, and jeans revealed enough of his thighs and ass for Zarrin to know Joe was someone who walked or hiked often.

He moved with the confidence of someone who had known this place a very long time, and yet Zarrin didn’t think he was older than twenty-five or twenty-six. He had high cheekbones and what Bernard might have called a stubborn jaw, and beautiful black tattoos inked into his skin like scrimshaw, drawings of musical notes and patterns like the weave of a basket at his upper arm and on the side of his neck. His eyes were as dark as his hair, and his lips were full, and when he stood up, he was taller than Zarrin by four inches.

He wore a black shirt and jeans with his scarlet work apron, and with his brown skin, it made him seem very serious, which he was. But he was well, and smiling, and working hard, and the tremors in Zarrin’s stomach vanished.

Treasure.

He took a last swipe at his hair before stepping closer to the end of the line and waiting to order.

Much too far away from Zarrin, Joe stopped. For the space of a heartbeat, his hands were motionless and his attention seemed fixed on the countertop. Then he handed the customer their change and called out to the next one. His smile had disappeared.

Zarrin reached for his debit card. Then he thought it might be too early to have the card out and put it back. He glanced over toward the fire in the fireplace, aware of the prickle of sweat beneath his clothes.

The woman in line ahead of him seemed to feel it too. She reached up to tug at her long pink scarf, only to visibly pause when she noticed Zarrin behind her. She gave him a tight smile, almost as if she was nervous, and waved him forward. “I’m in no hurry,” she murmured, before casting her eyes in a different direction.

Zarrin swung his head from her to Joe, now even closer. That was kind of her. Clearly she must understand his need to be near Joe. He nodded his appreciation, because it wouldn’t do to embarrass her for her generosity, and took her place in line.

Something must have upset Joe, perhaps his last customer, who kept interrupting Joe’s current customer. Joe scowled, fierce and furious, and had nothing at all to say to the warmly dressed young man trying to start up a conversation with him.

Zarrin didn’t recognize the man. Perhaps he wasn’t local, despite his mention of the high school. But as he had already paid for and received his drink, Zarrin saw no good reason for him to linger at the counter.

He cleared his throat before speaking to make certain he was heard. “Once you have ordered and paid, you are free to find a seat in the other room.” Zarrin stared without blinking at the human as he and the other humans nearby turned around.

Joe looked to Zarrin too, frowning even harder. Zarrin wanted to ask what had upset him, but obviously it was not his place.

He considered the stranger. He was about Joe’s age, with pale brown hair and light skin. He was tall as well as structurally handsome. But he didn’t make Joe smile, and he was in Zarrin’s way.

“That is, unless you care to leave now.” The puff of smoke that followed the words wasn’t entirely intentional, but Zarrin forgave himself. Another dragon might have done worse, even if Joe wasn’t their treasure to defend.

The human’s face paled even further when he saw Zarrin, and then he left the counter without another word to Joe.

Zarrin narrowed his eyes until the man was seated at a table far away.

He got out his debit card and held it tight in his hand as he again faced the counter. He had purchased a painting, a beautiful painting. And he had defended Joe from someone who had bothered him. Today was a good day. It was going to be the day, he knew it. Today he would get Joe to speak to him, to smile at him. Today Zarrin would be dragon enough to captivate the handsomest human he had ever seen.

He kept from dancing restlessly from foot to foot by continually reminding himself of the long line of powerful dragons he came from, and how it wouldn’t do to have the humans in his care think he was weak and foolish.

But Joe was so close, and today, Zarrin was going to really talk to him.

Joe finished handing a tiny paper cup of hot chocolate to a little human child with brightly beaded braids of hair sticking out from the bottom of her winter hat, then accepted paper bills from the girl’s father. When the man and the girl walked away, Joe popped open the register, made the change, and then stuck that in the tip jar.

Zarrin raised his gaze from Joe’s hands and then froze in awkward, delighted excitement when their eyes met.

Joe’s eyes were a deep, warm brown. They locked onto Zarrin, and for a moment, Zarrin thought of how humans over the centuries had claimed it was to be studied by a dragon, how insignificant they had felt as the dragons considered them.

Then Joe’s attention dipped down to Zarrin’s hands as Zarrin rested them on the counter. He blinked, maybe at the sight of the red gloves Zarrin had forgotten to remove.

Zarrin quickly crossed his arms so he could tuck his hands out of sight. He leaned closer to the register, and the warmth of the coffee machines, and the fragrant display of teas, and Joe. He licked his lower lip and breathed through his mouth to capture the myriad of scents until he found the exhaustion and irritation and odd notes of salty-spice of Joe’s emotions. Zarrin couldn’t decipher them, but he found them fascinating.

Joe’s gaze flicked to Zarrin’s mouth, then up to his eyes. Zarrin held himself still while his fire raged and made the air around him thick. He trembled as he waited. He thought of telling Joe about his morning, and the sunrise and his painting, and the gleam of Dìzhèn’s bronze. Joe sat in the park sometimes, and stared across to Dìzhèn’s statue. He must admire her greatness. Joe saw art in everything. He talked about it with some of the customers—the sky over the bay before a storm, the curl of steam above a mug of tea, the soaring crescendos in the classical music on the coffee shop’s sound system.

Zarrin kept his arms crossed and his chin up, as dignified as he could be, and felt the heat behind his ribs flare when Joe drew his eyebrows together.

Then, with barely a pause, the frown disappeared and Joe’s expression went blank. “What can I get you?”

The politeness in his low voice made Zarrin drop his arms. He returned to leaning against the counter as he stared into the hot coffee and caramel of Joe’s eyes, searching for some hint that Joe remembered him.

How could he not remember him? Zarrin was here every day! He was dragon! Zarrin was not the most beautiful, or the fiercest of dragons, but he was the child of the family that protected this town. They all must know him.

He opened his mouth, then closed it so nothing like a whine would escape. He swallowed his protest and glanced around, as if the teas or the wide eyes of Joe’s coworker, Martin, could help him.

Joe was human, and had such an ordinary name. “Joe” was a name without power, and yet Zarrin had noticed the splendor of him from the start. It had been too much to expect Joe might do the same, and instantly see something in Zarrin worth having. But to be remembered, to be spoken to in more than that same hated question every day, Zarrin had hoped for at least that.

He lowered his chin, then recalled himself and lifted it. “A latte.” He always ordered a latte. From his first visit here after Bernard had left, he had ordered a latte. He didn’t understand the appeal of a latte, but he ordered them, because people in coffee shops ordered things like that and appeared to love them.

Lattes had too much milk as well as a bitter aftertaste. But he ordered them, and paid for them, and drank them. That had to count for something.

“What?” Joe’s voice seemed lower somehow, almost warm with concern, and Zarrin’s heart beat a touch faster until he realized he must have whispered his answer.

“A... latte,” Zarrin tried again, horrified at the hint of a stammer. His skin felt unnaturally hot, especially his face, and he jerked his head up high so Joe wouldn’t think he was blushing and embarrassed. “A medium latte.”

He was dragon. He was mighty. He was the protector of this town, and he wanted nothing in return except for a few words, or simply for Joe to remember his order.

“Medium latte,” Joe said, angling his head toward Martin without taking his eyes from Zarrin. His gaze tracked Zarrin’s restless hands, his quick swallows, the dart of Zarrin’s tongue over his lips once again. Then they returned to Zarrin’s eyes.

Martin pushed forward a paper cup full of foamy, hot milk without a word, as if he’d had it ready.

Zarrin took a long, long breath. He shoved a hand into his pocket and wrapped it tight around the heavy coin he’d brought with him. Then he reached out with his other hand to give Joe his debit card.

Joe took it, used it, and gave it back. He didn’t speak, but he glanced up, almost carefully. When he found Zarrin continuing to stare at him, he tensed.

The trail of gray smoke between them was a visible indication of Zarrin’s despair and confusion as he tried to think of what he was doing wrong, and then Joe reached behind him and plucked a plastic lid from a dispenser so he could fit it over the top of Zarrin’s latte.

He sealed it tight, then pushed the cup toward Zarrin.

He’d never done that before.

Zarrin straightened up and heard a multitude of startled gasps behind him as a trickle of white smoke escaped him. Martin made a croaking noise.

Joe raised his head. “Was there something else?” he asked, with only a little pause as he studied the disappearing wisps of white. Something similar to wonder lit his expression, but then when Zarrin remained frozen, his frown returned. “There are people waiting.”

Zarrin twisted reflexively at his harsh tone and caught the wary look the woman in pink was giving him. Behind her, another line had formed, as if the bell over the entrance had been chiming while Zarrin stared at Joe, and Zarrin hadn’t noticed.

He turned back to Joe. “I.... This is adequate.” He heard himself stammer again, and shivered at what his father would think of him for acting this way. It was no wonder Joe was disappointed, that he would echo the word, “Adequate,” with a snort.

Zarrin yanked his hand from his pocket and dropped the coin into the tip jar, something that got only slightly easier with time. Then he picked up his card, and his latte, and inclined his head.

“Thank you.” Thanking people was important too. Bernard had insisted. Zarrin sent one last glance Joe’s way, trying to discern anything to tell him what he was doing wrong, but Joe was already helping the next customer with deliberate attention.

Zarrin heaved a smoky breath that reminded him he’d failed to buy a tin of mints, but he took his latte with him as he went slowly to the door.

Someone held it open for him, and in return, Zarrin handed them his latte before he went outside.

He stared out toward the bay for a while, then pulled his hat back over his ears when the cold got to be too much. His pocket felt empty without the coin, but it was for the best. A dragon showed his appreciation for treasure with treasure. Sooner or later, Joe would comment on the friendly gesture.

More than friendly, if Zarrin had his way, but as he had learned today, it was too early to get his hopes up. But if he could get handsome, wonderful Joe to smile at him, and speak with him, then someday he could get everyone to. As it was, Joe had put the lid on his drink for him. That was new. It could mean good things, and not merely that Joe was impatient for Zarrin to get out of the line.

Zarrin shoved his hands in his pockets as he headed back toward his scooter. He had work to do today. Dinner to prepare, and another walk through the Preserve to make sure all was well.

But he couldn’t look up at Dìzhèn as he traded his hat for his helmet and secured his bag for the ride home. She would likely have agreed, as most dragons did, that Zarrin was too soft. She would have roared and shaken the earth to remind the town of her power. She would have impressed Joe with gold and the other shiny things humans admired. At the very least, she would have spoken more than a few whispered words to him.

Or perhaps Joe would not have been afraid of her. Joe might be one of the brave ones, the ones who sought out dragons and challenged them. Any culture that knew dragons also knew tales of the ones sent to conquer or appease them. The ones who spoke truth to power and reminded the dragons that treasure was meant to be treasured.

Zarrin put a hand to his chest, where he felt a hollowness much like his empty pocket. He had no errands left in town, no reason not to return home.

It wouldn’t be so bad, he argued with himself as he started his Vespa and began his slow journey toward his family’s house. He took side streets instead of the main road out of town, avoiding people heading toward the freeway. Stunted redwood trees began to appear in patches of land between houses. He passed an old pink mansion, much, much smaller than his family’s home, though of roughly the same time.

The next Victorian he passed was black-and-white, and advertised itself as a bed-and-breakfast. There would be more of those along the coast, but he headed inland.

The redwoods were taller the farther he went from the sea—and humans. The road grew darker and colder, the sky blocked by countless trees. By nightfall the coastal fog would leave everything dripping with condensation, and anyone foolish enough to be out in the woods would be shivering. Water slowly falling from high branches to the earth below would tap out a soft melody, accompanied by the rustle of leaves in the wind and a chorus of frogs and scattering animals.

A small part of the ache in his chest eased at the sight of so many ancient giants, long-lived enough to remind him to be patient. They survived as no other trees did, in the chilly, wet fog, and yet when the sun broke through their canopy, the forest floor beneath them was alive with green ferns and rich ochre-colored earth tangled with black roots to complement their coppery bark.

Treasure.

He would skip dinner preparations and put away his new painting before heading straight into the Preserve his family maintained. He would watch over the trees and protect them from careless campers with unattended fires, and the humans who hunted both the animals and the sought-after redwood.

The thought warmed him as he passed the signs warning trespassers away from the Preserve. The first sign was large and direct, bold black words across a white background: Xu Family Preserve. Private Property. No Trespassing. The second sign was smaller, more discreet: Entrance Permitted by Invitation Only. It rested near the gate at the start of the driveway leading to his home. Farther down the hill was an abandoned railroad track, where a small, private train had once brought Dìzhèn’s visitors halfway from town. A carriage had taken them the rest of the way. Her son, in the 1920s, had sent a car down for his guests. After that, better roads had led to the train being donated to a museum in town and guests chauffeured up in cars.

The gate, as well as the wall surrounding the mansion, were as old as the house itself. Historians who snuck pictures of it lauded its fusion of Victorian aesthetics and Imperial Chinese design. They said the same of the house itself.

Zarrin continued up through the open gate and around the circular driveway to the side of the house, where he parked his scooter in the detached garage next to the covered Silver Ghost and red Speedster. He left his helmet with it as he came back out to face the house.

Three stories, not including the attic space and servants’ quarters or the basement. The indoor garden was its own building, although without anyone to maintain it, the plants had grown into a jungle. The small pool, quite large by twenties standards, had been drained years before since neither Zarrin nor his sister cared to use it and there was no one to clean it.

Bernard hadn’t considered it part of his duties, and Zarrin couldn’t blame him. Keeping the house clean was a job in itself.

Zarrin was going to have to hire someone soon. But since that would involve telling his parents Bernard had left, he’d avoided it.

It had been months since he’d last spoken to any member of his family, which helped when keeping a secret. But sooner or later, they would find out.

He looked up to the highest point in the house, the tower decorated with Victorian latticework on its many pagoda-style tiers. No smoke rose from any of the chimneys. The house would be cold. Zarrin alone was not strong enough to heat more than a few rooms. It wasn’t his magic protecting it.

He clasped his gloved hands together to ward off the chill as he went up the steps and into the house.

He would talk to Joe and get other humans to talk to him. He would understand them, and then he would find help, much as Dìzhèn had found her secretary.

Tomorrow, he decided, as his footsteps carried through the house. Tomorrow there might be a letter from Bernard, and Zarrin could write back and ask him what he was doing wrong and how best to approach pretty humans who frowned. And he would buy a tin of mints.

Tomorrow he would make Dìzhèn proud.

––––––––
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JOE ROLLED OUT OF BED and reached for his phone in the same motion. The alarm gave one more ring before he silenced it. Once he was up and safely on his feet, he allowed himself a minute to stare into the predawn darkness of his apartment and mourn the sleep he was missing.

Then a violent shiver tore through him as his body became aware of how cold it was. He lurched forward toward the bathroom and hissed the second he stepped onto the tiled floor. He pissed in the dark, sleepily surprised by how much the temperature had dropped. He’d gone to bed bundled up under a pile of secondhand quilts. With the heat on, his loose sleep pants should have been enough.

He washed his hands and face, cursing softly at the chilled water, and didn’t bother to shower. He’d want to clean up after work when he came home with coffee grounds under his nails, not before it.

When he was done, he went to the kitchen and flipped on the light. He got a drink from the sink, then left the mug next to the cups full of water and paintbrushes that lined the counter.

The cold water made him shiver more, but it also helped wake him up. He was much more motivated to get ready for work if it involved putting on warm clothes. He only had to take a few steps to get to the battered chest of drawers, since the living room served as his bedroom. He’d turned the bedroom into his studio shortly after he’d moved in, because it had better lighting.

He chose a sleeveless T-shirt to go beneath his gray henley, then slipped on a pair of jeans and a thick pair of socks. The heating vent was ice-cold, which meant he’d have to call the landlord that afternoon after work, because that did not seem like a temporary problem.

He muttered to himself about that as he put on his comfortable, and more importantly, warm boots and then grabbed his coat from the back of a chair. He threw it on and zipped it up, but left his gloves in his coat pocket. He’d be inside the coffee shop in a minute, and the work would only get his gloves dirty.

He didn’t bother with breakfast either, just reached for a band for his hair from the bowl by the door. The bowl also held his keys and loose change from the tip jar he hadn’t exchanged for bills yet.

He tied back his hair, only to pause as he reached for his keys. The improbable sensation of warmth against his fingertips made him look down, but he already knew what he’d see.

At the bottom of the bowl were fourteen heavy, textured coins, discolored with age and yet glinting in the small bit of light. Two more sat on a table in his studio. They were all different, with uneven edges worn down over time—over centuries—with stamped images and languages from a variety of countries on their faces.

Most were silver, but they all were warm to the touch, as if steady exposure to heat and magic at the same time had somehow given the coins a hint of life.

He had never taken them to any of the antique shops in town or looked them up on one of the library’s computers, but he knew they were real and likely worth a lot for the value of the metal alone.

He held one between his thumb and forefinger. The coin was probably silver through and through, and yet it felt nearly as warm as the two in his studio. Joe had no attachment to gold, despite living in a cramped apartment and working in a coffee shop. Gold caused a sickness in some people and led them to do cruel things. The yellow metal was garishly bright and too soft to be useful for anything other than jewelry.

But the bronzed, faded warmth in the other two coins had caught his attention and held it. Old gold, darkened with age and history, made him think of treasure chests, and silly childhood games of playing pirate.

The fact that these coins, until very recently, had most likely been piled inside an actual treasure chest made him grunt and finally let go. He forcefully grabbed his keys and his phone, then headed out and locked up behind him, although the only things in his apartment worth stealing were those coins and some of his art supplies.

The wet air sweeping in from the bay immediately hit him, and he shuddered as he turned and dashed down the wooden steps to the alley below. A few yards down the alley was the back door to Everlasting Cuppa, convenient for the person opening up on a frigid winter morning in the dark, which had been Joe for as long as he’d worked there.

Joe flipped on the lights and cranked up the heater, then went in to turn on all the machines without taking off his coat. He swept past the now-empty tip jar and scowled into the shadows of the shop because there was no one there to bug him about his sour mood.

Dragons, he thought, with a huffed breath, and brought all the chairs down from on top of the tables, where the closing crew had put them so they could mop the floor. He shook with cold, a far cry from how hot he’d be in a few hours.

He went to the back office to get out the money for the register and unexpectedly flinched at the echoing clang of the safe door as it opened. By eleven, he would be surrounded by the murmurs of contented families and the clacking keyboards of frustrated students, too-loud phone conversations and giggling teenagers. For now, it was as if no one else in the entire town was awake, aside from Joe, the pastry delivery guy, and a deputy or two. But they were outside, and he was in here, with the hum of the machines and the distant meowing of the cat in the alley for company.

He yanked the money envelopes out of the safe and then counted out the day’s starting total at the register.

This morning the change seemed thin and cold. The nickels were too light. The dimes weren’t bright enough. His fingertips passed right over them.

The very rich had no idea about the value of anything. To them, five dollars a day on coffee was nothing. Ancient coins made of precious metals might as well have been pennies. But that was the way of rich people. Even if the coin had no value to them, they were going to want it back the moment they noticed it was gone. It had to be an accident the coins had wound up in the tip jar in the first place. The dragon had probably meant to reach for change in the piles and piles of gold in its hoard and grabbed the old coins instead.

It wasn’t as if Joe had earned those tips. He knew damn well he hadn’t. And he didn’t need the dragon’s pity any more than he needed his intervention with people Joe didn’t want to see.

He closed the cash drawer on the register with more force than necessary, then went to the back door, with only a brief stop at the storage fridge. The cold morning air hit him all over again as he stepped outside.

The alley cat, a gray thing, neither sleek nor fluffy, was skulking somewhere near the dumpster. Joe set out the plastic bowl he’d started thinking of as the cat’s bowl, and poured in a bit of milk. Milk wasn’t good for adult cats, but he didn’t have anything else, and it was better than whatever garbage the cat had been eating. Milk probably went well with mice too, and hopefully the rats that sometimes snuck up from the harbor.

The shadowy space beside the dumpster regarded him for another moment, and then the alley cat poked its head out.

No amount of coaxing was going to make the cat come any closer, not even to sniff Joe’s hand, so Joe stood up.

“Don’t expect this tomorrow,” Joe warned in a soft voice that would have made his mother laugh at him. He went inside, under the cat’s suspicious and impatient stare, where he put the milk away and washed his hands.

He should have turned on the music first. The shop was far too quiet this morning. Everything seemed to echo, every noise standing out against the silence. He was tired enough to drift for a moment in the sound of splashing water and the momentary warmth in his fingers.

The sudden knock at the back door made him flinch, his heart leaping despite knowing it was just Martin.

Martin stared blearily at him from the other side of the door, holding the boxes of today’s pastries. They must have been delivered while Martin had waited to be let in. There was no sign of the cat, but the milk was gone. Martin was going to have something to say about that later, when he was warm again and more awake. Joe would ignore it as usual.

For now, he took the boxes of baked goods so Martin could close the door and take off his layered sweatshirts. Then he set the boxes on the counter to test the machines. He thought he could do this in his sleep. If it hadn’t been so cold, he would have thought he was sleeping.

The realization did not improve his mood. This wasn’t a bad job. It paid the bills his artwork only sometimes helped pay. He got free food and coffee, lots of conversation, and coworkers who didn’t leave him to do most of the work by himself.

The brewers were warm enough. He started the first batch of coffees—dark roast, blend of the day, and decaf—then pulled shots in the espresso machine to get it going. Martin came up behind him and started setting out fresh pastries on the covered platters in the small but crowded section of the counter on the other side of the register. He handed over one of yesterday’s, and Joe ate it as he wrote today’s blend on the chalkboard above the brew station. Then he went to the back to remove his coat, clean up, check on the milk supply in the big fridge. When he returned, Martin was holding a ceramic cup under the stream of brewing coffee.

He handed it over with a grin, then got one for himself. Martin was nice for a middle-class white kid who spent most of his time outside of work stoned out of his mind. More importantly, although he’d gone to the same middle and high schools as Joe, he was from a later year, so Joe didn’t have to hear him talk about the supposed “good times.”

“You’re in a mood,” Martin observed, but sleepily. He wouldn’t really wake up for about another hour.

“I didn’t ask for a rich patron.” Joe glared at his coffee as he poured in a splash of milk to cool it so he could drink it immediately.

Martin rubbed at his eye for a few moments, then bobbed his head. “Okay. Yeah. Is this about the guy who wouldn’t shut up until the dragon stepped in, or is this about the coins again?” He cracked a yawn when Joe glowered in his direction. “You could handle that other guy. So it’s got to be the coins, right? I wish I had your problem, but we both know those coins are not for me.”

“It’s been over two weeks since he started with them.” Joe avoided the implied question and drank his coffee as he switched on the sound system. Shostakovich was playing, sweeping and tragic and Russian. “He should have noticed by now... unless he’s doing it on purpose. I don’t know what he thinks he’s going to gain by giving me those, but—”

“Chill. Please.” Martin swept past him to go out the front door to get the stack of newspapers and stick them in the rack near the fireplace. He left the door unlocked behind him, but it was nearly opening time anyway. He put a few logs on, then wasted two matches trying to light them before giving up. “I know—” Martin paused to lower his voice for two words. “—the dragon and his family own the town, but—”

“They don’t own the town, they just think they do,” Joe pointed out. They gave money to the library and the restoration projects, and owned over 50 percent of the stock of the fishing companies that employed much of the town, and had successfully protected about ninety acres of ancient redwood groves for over a hundred years. They might as well have owned the town. But none of them visited here. None of them even lived here anymore, except one.

“Yeah, but Zarrin doesn’t actually own you,” Martin countered, then stopped. “Huh,” he remarked thoughtfully, and shivered a little as he turned on the neon Open sign as well as the decorative strands of lights around the windows.

“What?” Joe narrowed his eyes at Martin and didn’t acknowledge the first customer walking in. It was only Ridley, anyway, retired and never in the mood for conversation. Joe had Ridley’s black coffee waiting for him before he’d reached the counter. “He can’t even wait in line. He cuts ahead. Like he has the right. Like it’s owed to him. He doesn’t get to tell people to leave. This place isn’t his.”

“Okay.” Martin waved Joe off, then brought him his apron.

Joe slipped it over his head as he continued. “He buys expensive drinks he doesn’t finish. He handed his off yesterday without taking a single sip. I don’t even think he likes them. It’s wasteful.”

Martin turned away to eat another stale pastry. He coughed a bit.

“If someone says they own something, if they’re going to claim it as theirs, they should know the value of it. See the beauty in it. Not drop it in a tip jar for their ‘adequate’ latte.” Joe knotted the apron strings at his back with enough force to ensure they’d stay tied through the morning rush.

“It would be easier if you had his drink ready for him.” Martin ran a hand through his buzzed hair, then seemed to realize he’d now have to wash his hands. He sighed and went to the back, where he called out, “If you did that, he’d just leave. Easy. You wouldn’t even have to exchange words.”

That was true. Joe wouldn’t have to hear a single syllable from that quiet, smoky voice, or lean forward to catch the soft replies and feel the most incredible heat rising from golden skin. No, not skin, scales, the shade of old gold at the base of Zarrin’s throat, and then darker, hotter bronze down the back of his neck. They looked like they were beneath the surface, as if they would feel like regular skin under his fingertips. Zarrin’s lips were nearly the same color. All of him seemed gilded, which made it all the more ridiculous that Joe should give him anything without making him ask for it.

Joe finished his coffee in one swallow. “Enough in his life is easy,” he rasped, and then went to start a triple shot cappuccino for Helene, the early morning jogger walking through the door.

“Good morning,” she sang out. Helene wasn’t just active first thing in the morning, she was chipper. She also didn’t do anything but jog and spend her partner’s money and visit the shop several times a day. Despite that, she was pleasant and tipped regularly, and she would actually say hi to Joe if she saw him somewhere else in town. A lot of people, especially the newer residents, didn’t seem to recognize their servers outside of the context of the coffee shop. Or, if they did, they pretended they didn’t.

Joe had been called José by those people more than a few times. He usually replied by getting their name wrong in return.

Helene pulled a five from her pocket and chatted to Martin while Joe finished her drink and brought it over. Maybe because she’d come to this town as an adult, with money, she and her partner were out and proud the way almost no one had been when Joe was younger. She always got her cappuccino in a ceramic cup and skimmed through the newspaper while she drank it. She brought her cup and saucer to the counter when she was done too.

Joe was actually pretty fond of her, as far as customers went, which was why he was taken aback when she abruptly turned to him with her dark eyebrows raised. “So?”

“So?” he repeated blankly, and caught Martin’s careful warning headshake.

“So, the dragon.” Helene made a comically devious face, as if she and Joe were exchanging secrets. “Has he revealed what he wants yet?”

“He doesn’t really talk much.” Martin tried to cut her off—or keep Joe from snapping at her.

“He doesn’t talk to anyone.” Helene ignored him, still peering at Joe. “I saw him considering broccoli in the grocery store and then again in the aisle with all the cleaning products, and there was no one with him.”

Joe put aside the confusing image of Zarrin comparing various cleaning products in order to focus on the rest of this conversation.

“You’re not the first person to say that,” he finally replied, because what else was there to say? Any of them were welcome to walk up to Zarrin and introduce themselves and ask what he wanted. But of course, no one was going to do that. Even the mayor, even the other business owners, wouldn’t dare.

“That’s because it’s driving everyone bananas!” Helene gestured wildly for a moment, then shook her head. “The dragons were all but gone, with just the youngest up in that house, and now he’s here, with us. What the heck does he want? Holly thinks he’s looking for a bride.”

Helene uttered that incredible statement about her partner and then gave Joe a significant look. So did Martin.

Joe opened his mouth, then closed it tight. Whatever sort of fairy tale the town had been dreaming up didn’t matter to him. Yes, there were tons of tales in every culture about magical creatures taking humans for their own. In a lot of the stories, it was an honor and not a horror. Some humans even chose that fate. But the stories were just that: stories. This wasn’t Cinderella, and Zarrin was no Prince Charming. Zarrin was a brat, soft-spoken maybe, but still a brat. And anyway, the whole idea was ridiculous.

Like Joe was going to let some dragon have him to make the town less nervous about their dragon overlords. He didn’t care what Zarrin’s hair did when he pulled off his knit beanie, or how often Zarrin licked his lips while looking at him. This town hadn’t done anything for Joe to make him want to sacrifice himself for them.

Being poor, and brown, and gay in a small-town school system meant Joe had been a popular target for kids in his class with something to prove. The high school principal had condescendingly told him that junior college was the best he could ever hope for and that art was a waste of time as a major for someone like him. More than once a customer expressed surprise that someone behind the counter at a coffee shop would know anything about music or current events. His mother had worked at the care facility for fifteen years, and some of the staff still treated her like a servant and not the nursing assistant she’d worked hard to become.

Helene saw him as a person, and Joe liked a lot of the people who came in to get coffee and talk with him, but he wasn’t going to take one for their team either.

“Pretty sure if the dragon wanted something, he’d say so,” Joe finally answered, then took a step back. “Also fairly sure it’s none of my business. Whatever he wants, he’ll get. If you really want to know, ask him. Make him tell you. Make him work for something for a change.”

Despite being four years older than Martin, Joe felt like a teenager for the look he got. It didn’t help that his mother probably would have given him the same disbelieving stare.

Joe had lived in Everlasting his entire life, except for the years he’d moved to the city to attend the JC, and everything in this town was a reminder of the dragons in their big house out by the Preserve—the Preserve that they also owned. Acres and acres of untouched old-growth forest they wouldn’t allow anyone to see.

Joe had a vivid memory of being in a pageant in sixth grade, something false about the state’s history meant to honor the dragons’ recent donation to their school. The dragons had surprised everyone by attending, sitting in the front row of the auditorium, looking bored while every kid recited their lines.

He remembered being surprised that the father had hooded eyes, that the mother had dark skin and hair. The sister was about his age, but of course she hadn’t attended the local school. Neither had Zarrin, but Joe had been fascinated by him anyway. He’d been a kindergartener’s age then, maybe four or five, this tiny, funny-looking creature in clothes that had never seen a speck of dirt. Joe could recall the exact moment he’d noticed that baby dragon had brown skin too, paler but still enough like Joe’s for him to notice, although Zarrin’s had also been flecked with gold. The lights in the auditorium had bounced off his scales as he’d slipped out of his mother’s arms three times in an attempt to run up onto the stage and join in the play.

Joe had wanted him to make it, so that small dragon could come closer and Joe could ask him about his skin and his eyes and if Zarrin got ignorant questions all the time from the kids at his school, the way Joe did. Until that moment, he hadn’t known dragons could be like him.

But of course they weren’t like him, or even any of the white kids in the school. The dragons might pretend to get along, but they answered to no one. In the middle of the performance, the dragons had left without apology, taking a squirming Zarrin with them. They hadn’t been seen together in Everlasting since, although for years their cars with their drivers would roll through town on their way to their big house.

There were a lot of theories floating round now about why Zarrin was walking among them, but searching for a bride was a new one, and Joe had a sinking feeling he’d be hearing it again. Arguing wouldn’t do him any good, although he would anyway, only to get shushed and told not to speak of them like that—they might hear. Dragons have magic, you know. That’s what everyone said. They might not know what kind of magic, but they knew it was there. Most campers and hikers who entered the Preserve, whether accidentally or on purpose, tended to immediately hurry out again, citing an uneasy feeling, as if they were being hunted. There were stories of humans who had tried to cross the previous dragons in business deals and wound up penniless.

And then, of course, there were the earthquakes. But it was easy to discount those as normal phenomenon, since aside from a few minor tremors that had been felt in the rest of the state, Everlasting had been remarkably quake-free for a long time now.

If the dragons were a source of some power that allegedly protected the town, as well as the origin of the earthquakes, then it was no wonder everything had gone quiet. The dragons, save one, had left, proving exactly how much they cared about what was “theirs.”

Plenty of trappers and hunters had been prowling through town all summer, and Joe doubted they’d felt any invisible boundary keeping them off the Preserve.

The truth was the dragons didn’t care about this place anymore, if they ever really had. They were only interested in getting either awe or fear from the humans around them—and Joe was never going to give them that. Joe had spent most of his life with people attempting to make him feel subhuman for one reason or another—being of Wiyot and Mexican descent, being gay, being uneducated but outspoken about the things that mattered—and no one, not even a rich, well-connected dragon with magic in his eyes, was going to get admiration or obedience from him. Whatever Zarrin’s reasons for being in Everlasting after all this time, he could wait in line and pay full price for his coffee like anyone else.

Joe’s ancestors had never worshiped dragons the way many other cultures had done before so many gods turned out to be damaged and easily hurt and not gods at all. He knew nothing personally of shifters, and fairies tended not to go too far north into the cold climates. What he did know of beings mostly involved his years in the city and the fairies and elves who had brightly introduced themselves to him.

Their expressions had been similar to the look on Zarrin’s face when he first walked up to the counter to order a latte, although that was a comparison Joe hadn’t made at the time. He didn’t like making it now. If there was anything to make him stop and reconsider his actions, it was the idea that he’d taken someone’s joy from them when they didn’t deserve to be hurt. Luckily, every time he’d hesitated and wondered if he’d gone too far with a dragon who hadn’t been that rude to him, Zarrin would casually intimidate people without any sign he was sorry about it.

“That is, unless you care to leave now.”

Zarrin wasn’t normally that direct. People got out of his way without him having to say anything.

Joe found it easier to feel anger when he thought of the people stepping out of line to let Zarrin go first than when he remembered Zarrin raising his voice as he suggested Roger Delamitri go take a seat in the other room. Roger hadn’t stopped talking since the moment he’d noticed Joe at the register. Joe had been half a second from describing to him exactly how different their high school experiences had been and why he didn’t want to speak about them, ever, with anyone, much less Roger, when Zarrin had interrupted. Zarrin had probably been tired of the sound of his voice.

Zarrin’s feelings and motivations were not Joe’s problem, Joe reminded himself as he got out a carton of milk for Martin and replaced him in front of the register. Zarrin was an adult, with the security of millions of dollars, a mansion, and magic in his every scale. He wasn’t weak, or soft, and he didn’t need to be protected. Nothing Joe could do would ever really hurt him, because ultimately Joe didn’t mean anything to him.

The thought was not as comforting as it should have been.

Joe frowned so deeply that Mrs. Pickering, who ran the Laundromat he used, went silent in the middle of giving her order, and he had to shake his head and smile before she’d continue.

––––––––
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BY THE TIME THE CHAIRS around the empty fireplace were full of people contentedly sipping their coffees and the morning crowds had dwindled to a trickle, Joe had calmed down enough to blame his bad mood on waking up to unexpected freezing temperatures and the surprise of finding comfort and warmth in coins that by all rights should have been ice-cold.
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