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To Artemis,

This is the first book I've written without you,

I hope it doesn't suck.
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​KIARA IGNORED THE soft sunlight streaming through the large open windows—she ignored the cool spring breeze, lightly scented with flowers she didn’t know the names of—and she doggedly ignored the quiet rasping breaths of her best friend coming from across the room. Instead, she focused on the slow flip of the card between her fingers. The motion was so familiar to her that she could probably do it in her sleep without any trouble, but if she just kept her mind on the soft thwap thwap of the card turning over each of her fingers and back again, maybe she could pretend that Estvalyn hadn't been in a healing coma for the past three days. Maybe she could imagine that the healers hadn't spent the morning discussing options if Estvalyn didn't recover the full use of her legs. Maybe she could even pretend that the whole thing hadn't been her fault.

The ace of hearts between her fingers caught fire and turned immediately to ash.

“Well, that's not a good sign,” rasped a voice across the room.

Kiara's head shot up.“You're awake!” 

Kiara had completely failed to keep the relief out of her voice. She had also jumped to her feet and launched herself to the side of the low healing bed.

“And you,” Estvalyn chided from the bed, not even trying to sit up yet, “have been brooding by my bedside for... how many days now?” 

“Three,” Kiara replied. “The healers had to put you under so that your body could absorb the spells they wove without any interference.” 

“I figured as much.” Estvalyn coughed. Kiara did her best not to wince, but she must have failed because Estvalyn glared at her. “You know this isn't your fault, Ki.” 

“In what realm is this not my fault, Est? I threw the fireball that caught you in its blast!” 

“And do you remember why you threw that fireball in the first place?” 

Kiara looked away and frowned at the very clean, very polished wooden floor.

“I am quite certain the hydra that was about to bite me in half,” Est continued with more than a little exasperation in her voice, “would have killed me outright, with no chance of a healing in there at all. So, forgive me if I don't hold it against you that I was singed a bit by the fireball that made the thrice cursed monster drop me and allowed us all to escape.” 

After a lengthy pause—during which Kiara wanted to list the number of things she could have done that would NOT have turned her best friend into crispy fried druid, but heroically refrained—Est spoke again.

“That is, I hope we all escaped. We did, right? Cause you look like you've been brooding, but you don't look like you've been mourning, and if anyone actually died then—” 

“We got out. All of us. Or ninety percent of us anyway. I'm not sure you count as a hundred percent out.” 

Estvalyn chuckled, which led to another coughing fit. Kiara winced again as she watched her short, plump, burgundy-skinned best friend wrack with each cough. 

“Look,” Est continued, once she’d regained her breath, “I knew what I was getting into when I tried to commune with that damned thing, but we were swiftly running out of options and I figured, at the very least, I'd create an opening for the rest of you to get out of that damned cavern.” 

“Yeah, well, that worked, I suppose. But you should have known I wasn't about to leave you behind.” 

“You're a very good best friend.” 

Kiara laughed in self-deprecation. “Never abandon the healer. That's Dungeoning 101, really.” 

“Then you're a terrible best friend and a mildly competent adventurer,” Est corrected.

“I'm a formidable adventurer, thank you very much!” 

“Really?” Est chided. “I heard you lit your best friend on fire after she'd already gotten her back broken by a hydra?” 

“EST!” 

“I'm just teasing. Ydan's tits, you're excitable today.” 

Kiara laughed, immediately felt like crying, and decided to sit on the small stool that had been placed next to the foot of Estvalyn's bed before her legs gave out on her.

“I'm just saying,” Est continued after a moment, “that despite the way you're beating yourself up over the whole thing, you actually saved my life back there. So, I guess we're even now.” 

“Even? Not remotely close, Est. Lighting you on fire as an alternative to letting you get bisected by a rampaging hydra does NOT make us even.” 

“No? Come on. I saved your life, you saved mine. We're square.” 

“You are not getting out of a life debt that easily, Estvalyn Stormvale. Now stop.” 

“Ugh, I hate that we’re even keeping tabs on this, Ki. You know that, right? Friends don't keep track of who saved whose ass. They just always save each other’s asses and move on with their day.” 

“You saved my ass before we even knew each other’s names, and I am forever indebted to you.” 

“You cannot be forever indebted to me. I refuse. You have saved my ass countless times now, not even including this latest one. We're best friends and part of a team, and you have got to let this go.” 

“Nope. Not letting it go until my debt is repaid.” 

Estvalyn growled and Kiara wondered if she was about to call on her bear form, but just then the healers bustled into the room to do healer things and to consult with Estvalyn on her own assessment of the damage. So for a while Kiara had to be content with quietly brooding in the corner while a lot of words she didn't understand got bandied about and everyone looked very seriously at Estvalyn's legs. 

Kiara did not like the way they were looking at Estvalyn’s legs AT ALL. She knew that the hydra had come very close to biting her friend in half. It was the reason she’d been desperate enough to risk casting the fireball that had burned away half her best friend’s skin and filled her lungs with so much smoke she was still coughing even after three days in a healing coma. She hadn’t let herself think about what all of that might mean until their wizard had portalled them back to Dryvenvale, and Kiara had handed Estvalyn’s barely breathing body over to the Guild’s best healers. Since then, she’d thought of little else. Healing magic could work wonders, she knew—just looking at Est’s healed skin, free of any trace of scarring, was proof of that—but there were some things no amount of magic could overcome, and (from what little she understood of Estvalyn’s various rants attempting to keep her team intact during missions) severed spines were one of them. But Kiara didn't say anything until all of the healers had bustled out again and Estvalyn was staring quietly out the nearest window that provided a decent view of the city proper. 

“Now who's brooding?” she teased, sitting down at the foot of the bed once more.

“Definitely me,” Est admitted, a smile not quite reaching her eyes. 

“Do I even want to know why?” 

“Probably not, but I'll tell you if you'll stop bugging me about this whole life debt thing.” 

“No deal.” 

“How about I make a different deal with you? What if I ask a very important favor of you and in exchange for you doing that favor, you consider the life debt paid?” 

Kiara just eyed the druid in front of her for a moment. Est seemed very serious, which was rare enough; she also seemed a bit haunted, which was, frankly, unheard of for the petite demonborn.

“Anything,” she replied emphatically.

“You promise?” Est asked, her face still devoid of its usual vivid expressions and mischief. “You’ll do whatever I ask?” 

“Yes. If you think it's an even trade for saving my life, then yes.” 

“Oh, it’s an even trade, but... you’re not going to like it,” Est warned.

“Fine, so I won't like it. I probably shouldn't, since it’s, ya know, paying a debt and all. But you have my word. Name the task and I'll do it.” 

Est rolled her eyes, and a bit of her usual fire returned to her voice. “Yes, yes, you’d never agree to it if you didn't think it was penance for needing me to save your ass to begin with, I get it.” 

“That is NOT—” 

“So, your penance, dear debtor, is this.” Est was clearly in no mood for Kiara’s usual excuses. She didn't say anything else, but she produced a single slip of parchment that was practically dripping in brightly colored hearts and decorative script.

Kiara took the piece of parchment as though it might bite her and read the words on it with a dawning sense of horror.

Dragon Dating

Need a little luck to find the romance you’ve been missing in your life? Our top secret formula is guaranteed to find you the perfect soul mate! The luck of the Dragon and a sense of adventure is all you need to find the special someone who compliments the real you perfectly. Come to our Grand Opening for a free trial!

Kiara couldn’t speak for a full minute. Then she looked up into her best friend’s eyes to find all their usual mischief returned.

“No, Est, no. You did not.” 

“Oh, but I did.” 

“When did you even get this? You've been in a healing coma for three days!”

“I found that flyer before we even left for the Great Chasm.” 

“But it says the ‘Grand Opening’ is tomorrow!” 

“So it does.” 

“I swear to ALL the gods, Est, if you let yourself get bitten in half by a fucking hydra just to get me to go on a date—” 

“I'd be the greatest best friend in the history of time?” 

“I'll kill you.” 

“That would not repay your life debt, Ki. Quite the opposite.” 

“But A MATCHMAKING SERVICE? Come on! I refuse. You have to pick something better, Est. Something more important. You know I don’t date. You can't just—” 

“Kiara Mefysta, you swore to do whatever favor I asked of you, and I could have asked you to simply accept that you'd already paid your debt to me by saving my life a hundred times. Instead, you get to play the brooding martyr and go on a date you don’t want, through a matchmaking service you're sure to find distasteful, to find a partner that you've sworn you'll never need. Because ‘you're not built for love,’ or whatever lie you keep telling yourself—even though you’ve been in love before, and used to enjoy dating back before that awful woman destroyed your heart.” 

“This is ridiculous, Est. Not everyone needs romantic love to be happy. You’ve said that yourself, and—” 

Est didn’t even let her finish her objection, cutting her off as if they’d had this argument a dozen times. Because they had. 

“Of course not everyone needs romantic love to be happy! I would never have done this to Kyle, who is clearly very content without any romantic partners and who will live a wonderful, fulfilling life without ever having a single romantic entanglement if everyone would just leave him in peace. But I’m not talking about Kyle, or anyone else, Ki. I’m talking about you.” 

“I am perfectly hap—” 

“Do not lie to me, Kiara Mefysta. I’m tired. I’m tired of watching you mope in between jobs because you have no one to share your treasure with. I’m tired of watching you wistfully looking at happy couples walking by in the street. And, yes, my recent brush with death has made me sentimental. So I’m asking you to go on a date. But don’t worry, it’s run by a dragon so it can’t be that bad, and I’ve already filled out all the forms for you. I know you hate paperwork.” 

Kiara was so frustrated she was almost shouting when she said, “That's not the—” 

“I might never walk on my own two legs again, Ki.” Est’s voice was so quiet it cut through Kiara’s objections like a fireball through a gelatinous cube. 

Kiara's mouth snapped shut.

“And while that’s very far from the end of the world,” Est continued, wiping at the corners of her eyes, “I get to feel sad about it for a little while. And the least you can do to repay the stupid debt you don't actually owe me is go on one little date and then tell me all about it after, ok?” 

Kiara couldn't speak without her voice breaking, so she simply nodded, and swallowed, then swallowed again, and when she thought she could finally manage it without crying, she said, “Yeah, you're right. I can do that.” 
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​LYRA STARED BLANKLY at the sun-dappled couches and plush rugs that filled the café beyond the counter and unscrewed one more jar of toffees, handed them to Sylvan, and sighed. Even the smell of fresh coffee, pastries, and woodsmoke couldn’t pull her out of the mood she’d slid into after Lady Aster had come by this morning. 

“What's that for?” Sylvan asked.

“The jar on the counter,” Lyra replied vaguely, already reaching for a bag of beans to refill the grinder. 

“Not the toffees, ya goon. The sighing.”

Lyra frowned at the bag of beans she'd begun to unlace and then turned so that she frowned at Sylvan. Her best friend returned the frown, unfazed. 

“You heard Lady Aster this morning,” Lyra said, trying to keep the exasperation out of her voice. “The rent’s going up again next month.”

“So? I thought business was booming. Weren’t you the one crowing about how many customers the new Mage Guild campus was bringing in this month? We aren't going out of business, are we?”

“No, no! Of course not. Og's balls, it's not the end of the world. It’s just…”

“Just what?” Syl asked, too perceptive as always.

“Just… the way this neighborhood is going, eventually rent is going to outstrip our earnings, and we’ll either have to move to a cheaper location or shut our doors. I really wish I could just afford to buy this place.”

“Would Lady Aster even sell it to you?” Syl asked, shifting her attention to sorting the toffees nicely into the pretty container on the counter that made it easy to lure patrons into a last–second purchase.

“She leads with an offer to let me buy the place every time she tells us about a rent increase. Were you even listening?”

Sylvan shrugged. “Honestly, no. Once she gets beyond her vague compliments about my fur and my figure, I tend to stop listening.” 

“Ha! Well, that’s fair enough. I’m surprised you even listen to those. It seems weird to me that she makes the same compliments every single time. Unless she’s flirting. Do you think she’s flirting?”

Sylvan let out a bellowing laugh that shook the whole counter and Lyra smiled at the sound.

“I’ve learned that anyone who feels the need to point out that I have fur every time they see me is generally not actually interested in flirting, no matter how many compliments they may hide the observation under. Anyway, stop trying to distract me. I was about to say that it’s not like I could afford to help you buy this place even if I wanted to.”

“I know that—hence the sighing.”

“Couldn't you dance your way into the extra money?”

“I wish! If I could get enough free time to perform more than once in a blue moon I wouldn't worry so much about the rent hikes, but even when you close up for me that still leaves me doing accounting until supper time and... ugh, I just don't have the energy for more than one or two practice sessions a week anymore.”

“And that's not enough for regular performances?”

Lyra actually laughed at that. “I mean, maybe for a more casual troupe, but not for the Night Guild. And performing for anyone else wouldn't pay enough to be worth it.”

“But you love it.”

“Yeah, but if it can't pay at least some of the bills…” Lyra sighed again.

“What you need,” Sylvan announced loudly while casually popping scones into the industrial oven in the back room, making Lyra glad that there were no customers lingering after this morning's initial rush, “is a partner.”

“Of course, I do! That’s what I’m talking about! But you just said you can’t afford to split the cost with me and who else do I know who’d have any reason to want to invest in this place?”

“Not a business partner, Ly,” Syl said, dusting excess flour from her hands.

“Not this again,” Lyra muttered. “I already have a roommate to help cover rent. My problems are financial, not social. You keep talking as if a romantic partner will somehow solve my problems instead of just creating a dozen new ones. I don’t need another person who wants to spend time with me, Syl. I have too little time and energy as it is. What I need is a business partner.”

“No, I'm serious. You have tons of friends, plenty of folks you can unwind with after a long day, but you don’t make time to even see them anymore and you refuse to share your burdens with anyone, Ly. You take too much on yourself, and if you'd just—”

The bell above the entrance rang and both Lyra and Syl shuffled into their usual places for customers. But after a moment, when no one appeared on the other side of the counter, Lyra glanced at her best-friend-turned-employee.

“Did you check the wards this morning?” she asked.

Syl only nodded, her giant mane bobbing along with her furred snout. 

Lyra was about to step out from behind the counter in order to check the wards again, or at least startle whoever had managed to keep their invisibility spell in place, (though how anyone had managed to slip a spell past the Guild-sanctioned wards Lyra had commissioned only a month ago was a mystery she did NOT feel like solving) when a tiny cough directed her attention downwards. 

She still couldn't see anything though. The counter was blocking her view of the floor and—

A few fwip-fwips sounded on the far side of the counter, and then the tiniest dragon that Lyra had ever seen plopped itself onto the wooden boards across which Lyra had been leaning a moment before. She didn’t even have a chance to take a breath before the tauryn behind her exploded.

“OH MY GODS THAT IS THE MOST ADORABLE CREATURE I'VE EVER SEEN, LY! CAN WE KEEP IT?!?!?”

Lyra glanced over her shoulder and was astounded to see her six-foot, seven-inch tauryn best friend chewing the tips of her furry fingers in what was presumably an attempt to stop herself from scooping up the tiny dragon, cuddling it close, and naming it George.

“Um... Maybe we should let the dragon introduce themself first? Before they decide to just light us on fire for considering kidnapping them?”

A tiny peep from the little green and purple creature, no taller than Lyra's hand, made Lyra return her attention to them.

She thought they were smiling, and she hoped that sound had been a laugh.

“Humans. Always so amusing,” the little creature said in a voice that, though high, seemed much deeper than should have been possible for someone only a few inches tall. 

“I can only imagine,” Lyra agreed, returning the smile. 

She wasn’t sure how she felt about the little dragon’s comment—it was pretty condescending—but considering how long dragons lived compared to everyone else, she wasn’t convinced the dragon had meant to be insulting. Sometimes the really long-lived peoples of Tyrlan struggled to treat everyone else like people. She was at least reassured that the dragon seemed to be lumping Syl and Ly into the same category. 

“How can we help you, friend?” she asked, keeping her customer service smile firmly in place.

“Was hoping we could help each other!” the little dragon chimed. “Have a business proposition for you.” 

Lyra's smile grew even wider than Sylvan’s at that statement. Dragons were supernaturally lucky creatures, regardless of what they drew their power from. Luck dragons were, of course, the masters of luck, good or bad. But no matter what a dragon hoarded for their power, they always had some mastery of luck itself, and a little luck was just what Lyra needed if she was going to stop worrying about every rent payment and start letting her business flourish. 

Perhaps this little dragon was offering her just the partnership she'd been looking for. 
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​LYRA WIPED HER palms on her skirts one more time and shook out her wrists. The windows outside the café were dark already, and they’d closed the shutters and flipped the sign over an hour ago. It was still full of all of her favorite smells: coffee, pastries, woodsmoke, and now the fresh lemon-water that she and Syl used to wipe down all the counters. 

None of which stopped her hands from trembling.

“You nervous?” asked Syl from where she stood behind the counter. She had offered to finish closing up while Lyra played guinea pig.

“Remind me why I’m doing this again?”

“Because you need the little dragon to help pay our rent, and they insisted you had to test out the service or else they’d find somewhere else? Also, you said it would be unethical to subject your café customers to a matchmaking service that you know nothing about.”

“Right. And why aren’t I making you do this instead?” she asked, as if that was actually an option.

“One, because you don’t pay me enough to test out matchmaking services off the clock. Two, because the little dragon insisted that you had to test it, and three, because I already have enough partners and it would be unethical of me to pretend I was looking for a relationship when I’m not.”

“But I’m not looking for a relationship either,” Lyra replied, and then cringed at how close that had sounded to whining.

“Yeah, but if things go well you’re not going to have to explain to five other people why you entered into a new relationship without checking with them first.”

Lyra turned to blink at Syl.

“Five? I thought it was seven?”

“Wasn’t working for Pearlyn or Verring anymore so they moved on.”

“Huh, ok, but when did—”

“Ly, are you stalling?”

“Why would I be stalling?” Lyra said, keeping her voice as neutral as she could. “This isn’t a real date, only a test run.”

“Right,” agreed Syl, as she wiped down the counter. “Which is why you look like you’re about to climb onto a trapeze with a partner you don’t trust.”

“That’s ridiculous, Syl. I would never attempt trapeze with a partner I didn’t trust.”

“You said you didn’t trust Kyle the first time.”

“No, I said I wasn’t sure he’d care if I died, not that I didn’t trust him to catch me.”

“How is that different exactly?”

“He’d have to want me dead to—look, can we stick to the topic at hand here?”

“I thought you wanted to stall!”

“Obviously. But it’s not helping!”

“Do you trust the dragon?” Syl asked, finally putting the dish cloth and her hands on the counter and looking Lyra dead in the eyes.

Lyra just barely stopped herself from glaring at her best friend. The little love dragon was still setting up shop, and Lyra didn’t think the thin wooden door to the broom cupboard would actually be enough to keep a dragon from hearing everything they said, especially now that their last customers had all gone home and there was no more chatter to cover their conversation. But she and Syl had already talked about this, so she didn’t have to say much.

“I mean, that’s kind of the point of this whole exercise, isn’t it?” Lyra said, choosing her words carefully.

“Right. You’re testing the system to make sure that your customers are getting a worthwhile service when they sign up.”

“A SAFE, worthwhile service. It would be unethical if one of us didn’t test it. Even if the little dragon hadn’t insisted, I really shouldn’t let a matchmaking service make use of our space—and help pay our rent—if I don’t know that it’s an ethical one.”

And the help with rent is too big a plus not to give this a shot, whether I trust the dragon or not, she carefully refrained from saying out loud. Syl knew it anyway; it didn’t need to be said. Frankly, Lyra was still surprised by how much rent the little dragon had been willing to pay for such a tiny portion of the café. More than a third of their monthly costs! Lyra had tried to insist that Auryl take up more space, but the little love dragon had insisted that the broom cupboard was all they needed. And since Lyra had more than one cupboard to store brooms and toilet paper in, she wasn’t about to complain on that front.

“So, you basically have no choice,” Syl said, with a furry smirk. 

Being told she had no choice made Lyra want to scream, but it wasn’t true. She did have a choice, she just didn’t particularly like either option.

It wasn’t like she’d sworn off dating or anything; it was just that… well, her last two attempts at romance had gone up in flames so fast she hadn’t even been able to smell the smoke before she was engulfed in fire. 

“It’s just one date,” she muttered, shaking out her wrists again.

“Could be more, though,” Syl prodded, waggling her eyebrows suggestively. “Could be someone special.”

Lyra barked out a laugh that sounded hollow even to her own ears.

“Yeah. Right. I’m a bit too broken for ‘somebody special,’ but one date can’t hurt, right?”

The face that Sylvan was making on the other side of the counter when Lyra glanced over her shoulder was not a reassuring one. But even as Syl started talking again, most likely to object to Lyra referring to herself as broken, Lyra shook out her shoulders and her wrists and decided to treat the whole thing as a complicated aerial sequence: potentially dangerous, but best approached with respectful confidence.

“Ly… you—”

“Nope, too late! Into the broom cupboard!”

And with that, she grabbed the handle and opened the door to the tiny closet that Auryl, the love dragon, had taken over a few hours earlier.
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​KIARA ALMOST TURNED away with a sigh of relief when she saw the “Closed” sign hanging over the door to “The Right Place” café. She’d walked the surprisingly short distance from her room at the Guild hall, through the old fish market turned bustling shopping district, and quickly arrived at the cozy-looking wood and glass facade to a café that she had somehow never visited before. But just as she began to turn away from the cute, closed café, a shining sign flashed out from just to the left of the door, catching her attention:

Dragon Dating: Famous Magical Matchmaking Services! OPEN!

She blinked at the sign that she was fairly certain hadn’t been there a moment earlier, and considered turning around anyway. She could always tell Est that the café had been closed. Maybe pretend she’d not noticed the other sign. Then the sign flashed again, neon shining bright enough to almost hurt her eyes.

Come on in, Mage Mefysta! Your future awaits!

That made Kiara’s spine tingle in a way that generally warned her of an unseen attack. The fingers of her left hand twitched and she barely noticed as she automatically started flicking her favorite playing card between her knuckles. She stared at the sign, considering whether she’d be forgiven for walking away and explaining to Est that the whole thing had felt like a trap.

You promised your best friend, the sign flashed. Do your promises really mean so little, fire mage?

“What the hells?” Kiara muttered. 

The sign was getting a bit too personal now, which did nothing to reduce her concern about the whole thing being a trap. On the other hand, it did pique her curiosity about the magic that ran this place… and that was enough to get her to open the door. 

She was almost disappointed to find that stepping through the door to the matchmaking service simply deposited her in the entrance to the café. She’d half expected the door to portal her somewhere across the continent. The café smelled of coffee, pastries, wood fire, and some sort of citrus, an odd but pleasant mix that fit perfectly with the plush leather chairs and sofas that dotted the small wooden space. As Kiara scanned the room, she noticed a tall, broad shouldered and shapely tauryn woman dressed in a fitted pink shirt and black leggings. The tauryn was standing behind the café counter, cleaning mugs with a cloth. She looked up when the bell jangled.

“We’re clo—” The tauryn quirked an eyebrow. “Are you here for Dragon Dating?” she asked instead.

“I was under the impression it was the grand opening and… my friend told me she filled out the paperwork for me, but… am I in the right place?”

The tauryn laughed loudly at that, and only then did Kiara remember the name of the café on the sign outside. 

“Ah, yes, sorry, you must get that a lot.”

The tauryn nodded but seemed to be schooling her features into something less amused.

“We do, but it never gets old. Sorry. Um, I believe that Auryl, that’s the dragon, is waiting for you just past that door.”

The tauryn woman, who Kiara could now see wore a small brass name tag that read “Sylvan,” gestured towards a rather small door that Kiara would have sworn was a broom cupboard if it hadn’t had a very large heart-shaped sign centered on it that read Dragon Dating: Matches Made with a Dragon’s Own Luck. 

“Right. I… guess I’ll just head in there then.”

Kiara hated that she was already stumbling over her words when the date hadn’t even started yet, but she swallowed her irritation and strode toward the door. She flicked away her playing card and adjusted the sleeves of her greatcoat even as she pulled the knob open. As she headed inside, she thought she heard a low whistle behind her, followed by a muttered, “Damn, that dragon got her type down 100%. I might have to sign up for that service after all.” But Kiara was too focused on the room ahead of her to pay much attention to the words.




​~~~




​KIARA WAS IMMEDIATELY enveloped by darkness and the smell of coffee beans.

“Well, this is… cozy,” she said, as she shuffled inside the closet and pulled the door shut behind her while her eyes adjusted to the lack of light. 

The cupboard wasn’t as tiny as she’d suspected it would be from the outside. It was at least as deep as she was tall, and she was not a short woman. Yet the space was so narrow that she suspected that the tauryn woman behind the counter would need to turn sideways to make it past the door. Still, despite Kiara being on the curvy end of the spectrum for a half-elf, she had no trouble walking between the empty shelves, though she could feel her leather greatcoat dodging shelf corners and partially exposed nails as she made her way to the far side of the cupboard. 

Est had tried to dissuade her from wearing the greatcoat, but Kiara had insisted on it for two reasons. One, she’d enchanted it to the nine hells and it was worth more than her entire house at this point. Leaving it behind was just inviting someone to steal it. And two, it was what she always wore; just because her best friend had badgered her into using a dating service didn’t mean she was going to pretend to be something she wasn’t.

She was wearing one of her nicer tunics, with a lowish neckline, her favorite leather pants, and her stilettoed leather boots (also spelled to the nine hells and back) underneath the greatcoat, but that was as much dressing up as she was willing to attempt.

A faint glow came from the far side of the cupboard, which was enticing simply because there was no other light in the cupboard to speak of. Kiara had long ago stopped being nervous entering small dark spaces containing unknown threats. You didn't make it very long as an adventuring battle mage otherwise, and Kiara had spent more than half her life as one. She didn’t hesitate to approach the mysterious light on the far side of the cupboard. 
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