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      The scent of flowers bursting from window-boxes infuses the late-spring warmth. A gentle breeze rustles along the tree-lined sidewalks, sweeping down the row of charming brownstone townhouses. What once was a neighborhood is now a bustling shopping district, steeped in history and character.

      It’s been a long time since I was in this part of Teraton. I’m more familiar with the slick modernity of the center city, where gleaming skyscrapers stretch heavenward, as if racing towards the sun. There, the sidewalks always have a frantic energy.

      Here, it’s calmer. The leaves and ruddy bricks dampen much of the noise from the rest of the city.

      I follow the map on my phone until I see the sign I’m looking for.

      Hand-painted script reads Hypha’s Hoard, Fine Jewelry and Antiques over a silhouette of a dragon curled around a pile of gems. The building looks as old as the leather-bound books and tarnished bronze statuettes on display in the front window.

      As I push through the solid wood door, a bell rings overhead, and I take in a deep breath of aging paper and incense. There are so many shelves and display cases packed so densely with figurines, fine china, crystals, and more that I can’t see a counter or shopkeeper.

      A charming tea set hand-painted with scenes of the countryside catches my eye, distracting me from my mission. I lean over to get a closer look when a low growl rumbles from the back of the shop.

      I freeze for a moment, then cautiously step towards the sound. “Hello?”

      A thud resounds, and a hissed curse follows.

      I quicken my step until I reach the end of the row of shelves. At the back of the shop, a glass counter sparkling with jewelry and gems of every color runs parallel to the wall.

      There’s a blur of red and another thud, and it takes me a moment to process what I’m seeing⁠—

      Behind the counter, a muscular draconic woman with a reptilian snout and sharp, predatory features narrows her golden eyes at a tiny mouse currently pinned to the brick wall by her dark claws.

      I take a hesitant step forward. “Are you alright?”

      The woman snorts and whirls towards me, slitted pupils flexing as she takes me in. That’s all it takes for the mouse to sense an opportunity, and it darts out from under her hand. The dragon-woman’s reflexes are fast enough that her claws land over the mouse’s tail, but it vanishes into a narrow gap in the brick. An irritated growl rumbles in her chest as she slowly turns back to regard me. This must be Hypha.

      “S-sorry about that…” I offer a sheepish smile. “If you’re having rodent problems, you could consider getting a shop cat. They could take care of the mice and also greet people when they come in…” My helpful tone falters under the dragon’s intense gaze.

      Hypha’s eyes slide down to my toes and I can almost feel them on my skin. I suddenly feel exposed, like the crop top and cutoff shorts that show off my soft curves were a bit of a bold choice. I curse my freckles for being unable to hide my rising blush, but try to look at least halfway composed as I smooth a strand of strawberry blonde hair behind my ear.

      The dragon’s piercing gaze finally flicks back up to my face. The corner of her fang-lined maw pulls subtly upward. “Hm. Sure, a shop cat.” Her prehensile tail reaches over and picks up a cleaning rag, dropping it into her hand. She takes a moment to wipe off her broad, clawed hands. She wears nothing but a black apron, leaving her carmine scales—and the corded muscles underneath—on display. “You want something or you just here to gawk, sugar?”

      I blink, coming back to my senses. “O-oh, yes. I mean, yes, I need something. Um… I need to sell a ring.” I step closer to the counter and pull the tiny black box out of my frog-shaped purse, opening it and setting it on the counter.

      Hypha hooks a claw through the silver band topped with a diamond. Her tail picks up a magnifying lens from a nearby shelf and drops it into her waiting palm, and she holds the ring up to the light.

      Her judgement is instant. “Best I can do is ten.”

      My eyes widen. “…thousand?”

      Hypha makes a scoffing, amused sound. “Dollars.”

      “What?”

      “The stone’s cubic zirconia and metal’s electro-plated. Might as well be costume jewelry.” She drops the ring onto the box, as if it’s too cheap to bother sliding back into the cushion.

      Shock, frustration, rage, and panic ripple through my body. I lean both hands onto the counter to steady myself. My first instinct is to tell her that she’s wrong, that there’s been some mistake—or to call her out for trying to swindle me. But the whole reason I’m here is that all the reviews agree that Hypha always makes fair deals. I don’t have the time or the emotional fortitude to go to multiple shops.

      But really, as soon as I heard the words, I knew they were true.

      “Fuck.” I run my fingers through my hair, trying not to panic. “I’m going to kill that fucking asshole. Cut his brakes. Lock him in a trunk with killer bees. God fucking dammit…” I suddenly remember that Hypha is there.

      She leans over the counter, looking at me with her reptilian snout propped up on her hand. Her expression is one of appraisal and light amusement. I don’t let my eyes linger on the curve of her ass or the mesmerizing sway of her tail.

      “Sorry, I know I sound insane… Just, my fiancé… well, ex-fiancé, clearly…” I laugh so I don’t cry. “Well, looks like he found one more way to twist the knife. He was always going on about how expensive that ring was, how much it cost him, how grateful I should be. I thought, hey, well, at least I get one thing out of this. I needed the cash to cover the deposit for my new apartment that’s… due tomorrow… I’m not sounding any less crazy, am I?”

      “Hm.” Her gaze seems to search mine, piercing to my very soul, but her own eyes guard their secrets well. “If a place to stay is what you need…” The tip of her tail spears through a piece of paper on the nearby bulletin board and offers it to me. “I’m looking for a roommate.”

      I stare at the paper. It’s partially sun-faded, so it’s been there a while, and none of the little phone number strips at the bottom have been taken. The price is actually something I can afford.

      “It’s just upstairs,” Hypha continues, gesturing with her tail, as if too lazy to lift a hand.

      “That’s incredibly kind, but I wouldn’t want to impose⁠—”

      “Property taxes went up this year. I’m not being altruistic.”

      “I don’t know how long I’d… Or, well, I don’t know if I could commit to… a certain length of time…”

      Hypha gives a light shrug. “Stay a day. Or a year. I don’t care.”

      A smile lifts the corner of my mouth, more at the absurdity than anything else. “Y’know… I would have thought the owner of a jewelry and antique shop would drive a harder bargain.”

      The corner of her mouth pulls up again. “But doesn’t the freedom sweeten the deal?” There’s a purr in her tone that seems to grab me like a magnet, aligning every cell of my body toward the sound.

      “Yeah…” I blink and partially recover from the spell. “Um, yeah. When can… When could I move in?”

      “When do you want to move in?”

      I give a wry chuckle. “I mean, tonight would be amazing, but⁠—”

      “That works.”

      My brow furrows. “Seriously?”

      “Do I sound like I’m joking?”

      “No, I just… I mean, you don’t know me. I could be an axe murderer.”

      There’s a gleam in Hypha’s golden eyes. “I’d like to see you try to kill me.”

      “You could be an axe murderer.”

      “I could be.” There’s a teasing lilt to her tone. “Only one way to find out.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “You know what? Sure. Let’s do this. Why the fuck not. Um… I’ll be back in a couple hours?”

      “Sure, sugar.” Hypha tears one of the strips off the bottom of the paper and holds it between her first two fingers, offering it to me.

      I take it carefully from between her claws.

      “Now you have my number. Use it.”

      “Great. Okay. I’ll… I’ll, um, see you soon.” I nod awkwardly and make my way through the shelves, feeling her eyes on my back until I push back out into the sunlight.

      The sudden brightness makes me wince, and I pause in the shade to adjust before pulling out my phone. I punch in Hypha’s number, then send a text.
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