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queer stories based in myth, legend, and science fiction.


Reader’s Note


The universe you are entering is contemporary, with magic, myths, and legends living and working alongside each other. There are many sentient and varied species. Some of them are out in the open, while others are not. However, everyone knows they existed, knows there’s magic in the world, and knows that whether something walks in the light or goes bump in the night, it’s as real as the sunrise and sunset.


It’s a world where science and magic work hand-in-hand, creating advanced technology and building a day-to-day life where you could easily meet a dragon astronaut, an orc mage specializing in medicine, or a fae working as a tailor. Moonbases exist, sustainable living is a reality, and promises which seem to be mere figments of imagination are woven into the fabric.


Enjoy!


to discover more:


mleaden.com/books
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Headquarters


Gregor





Lockers clattered in the changing room as one shift transitioned into the next. While I had fond memories of the days when I’d worn the white-and-green public safety patrol uniform, holding the rank of detective fulfilled my need to serve the public and help individuals find justice. 

I noticed a new guy a few lockers down from mine when I came back from the showers. Decently built, he was slightly shorter than my six-foot self, with a smattering of freckles across his tan skin. When he bent over, I couldn’t help but approve of the view. 

“First day?” The least I could do was be polite. 

He looked in my direction and smiled. Dressed casually in a V-neck T-shirt, jeans, and sneakers, I tried not to ogle. In truth, I was a tiny bit upset with myself for looking. Besides, he was a new coworker, and I was already in a relationship. 

“Yeah.” He straightened and stuck out his hand. “Xavior Brantley. Nice to meet you.” 

His short, red-brown hair was well-kept, as was his mustache and the hair on his chin that wasn’t quite a goatee, but it suited him. What put a slight hitch in my breath were his unnaturally bright green eyes. He was definitely someone with magic. I had no idea what he was beyond the visage he presented. With the variety of species and individuals with magic that lived in San Francisco, he could be anything. 

“Gregor Lyndon, likewise.” I shook his hand while barely keeping my gaze in check. 

Xavior moved back to his locker and continued to unpack. I tried to dress and sneak looks at the same time and noticed he had a projectile safety vest, some restraints, and a few packs of the bluish-gray magical restraining gel that most of us call stop-goo. I didn’t see a uniform, but when he pulled out a silver shield and hung it around his neck, I knew why. 

“Ah, so you’re the new dick,” I said with a smirk as I finished buttoning my shirt. I pulled my badge from the locker shelf and clipped it onto my belt.

“Uh, yeah.” He looked at me and laughed. “Guess so.”

“Where were you last?”

“Nob Hill.”

“That’s pretty cushy.” I closed my locker and pressed my thumb to the lock to secure it. “Why transfer to Jefferson?”

“Thought it might be nice to be more active instead of sitting around an office all day responding to missing familiars and the occasional prank magic trick by the local teens.”

The Jefferson subdivision definitely wasn’t the sprawling estates of Nob Hill. It contained a cross-section of beings tightly packed in apartment buildings, walk-ups, and shoulder-to-shoulder houses, most of which weren’t up to code for the powers, types of magic, or species that lived there. The public safety patrols helped with mundane things, like parking violations or magical interference complaints. Detective divisions coordinated with them to investigate occurrences outside the patrol’s day-to-day purview. 

“Are you assigned to General Support?”

“Yeah.” Xavior shut and secured his locker. “Figured it was the best fit, since I wasn’t looking for a spot on either violent crimes or destructive magic.” 

I shrugged. “Fair.” I checked my phone. “The GS division briefing is in five minutes. I’ll see you there.” 

“Okay.” Xavior smiled, and I nodded back as I escaped to grab some caffeine with a side of self-control. Most guys I worked with didn’t turn my head like that, especially since I started dating Keith. 

Keith and I met when we both worked the same accident scene about five years ago. He was in Jefferson’s paramedic division, usually assigned to a bus working twenty-four-hour shift rotations. It made it difficult to spend time together, but we managed. 

Coffee in hand, I took a seat in the briefing room at the back. Xavior sat near the front, and I caught myself glancing at him as Captain Lang walked in. Lang smoothed his suit jacket before he started the briefing. 

“Alright, a few notes before I hand out assignments.” Lang’s brown eyes scanned the room to register our attention. “There’s a new drug called Dreamweaver on the market. While most folks experimenting with it are staying indoors, some become disoriented enough to wander into traffic or think they can fly even if they don’t have wings. 

“Signs that someone might be on Dreamweaver include general confusion along with a light show in their irises. Talk them down if you can or herd them back to a safe location. Use stop-goo if you think the individual might be in a dangerous situation. We don’t know how stop-goo magic interacts with this stuff yet, so use caution. There will be medical training in the next few weeks on how to counter the magical effects during high-risk situations. Please sign up as time slots become available.”

Lang cleared his throat. “On a lighter note, we have a new individual starting today. Detective Xavior Brantley.” Lang pointed at Xavior, who stood up and gave a small wave. “He comes to us with an extensive background in investigative research and has training as a CSI. His previous post was Nob Hill. Nice to have you here, Brantley.”

As the captain gave out assignments, working pairs left the meeting room. The detectives around Brantley gave him the usual department greetings as they left. Eventually, Xavior and I were the only ones left in the room, which meant I was the lucky one on training duty. 

The captain was chatting with Xavior and motioned for me to join them. “Lyndon, have you met Brantley yet?”

“Yeah, just before the meeting.” I acknowledged him with a nod.

“Excellent. I’d like you to work together. Get Brantley up-to-speed with the division, the department, and your current caseload. We’ll do an eval in thirty days.”

I gave Lang a reassuring smile. “No problem, Captain.”

“Good,” Lang said, then turned to Xavior. “If you need anything, let me know. Lyndon is one of our seniors, so you’ll be in expert hands.” 

“Thanks, Captain,” Xavior said. Lang walked out, leaving us in the briefing room to get better acquainted. 

“So we’re working together.” I smiled as I rocked on my heels a little. I opened my mouth to give a quick rundown on my current cases when Xavior stepped a little closer and whispered.

“While I’m flattered—and the feeling is mutual, by the way—if we’d met under different circumstances, I’d certainly be interested, but it’s my first day, hmm? Maybe we should take things slow.” 

I blinked. The sound of his voice traveled down my spine while his words tumbled around in my brain. “What?”

“I’ve had the scent of your attraction in my nose since the locker room. Like I said, I’m flattered, but since we have to work together, we should probably try to keep it professional.” 

It surprised me how fast his words reduced me to monosyllabic replies. “Scent?” The word rang between my ears while everything else turned to sludge. I smelled like attraction? 

“Dragons can scent pheromones that relate to emotions. Though overall we have a pretty good sense of smell too. Most shifters do,” Xavior said.

That snapped me out of my daze. “Oh, no.” I upgraded to two-syllable responses as I took a couple of steps back.

“Oh, yes.” Xavior had a slightly amused expression. 

My slight panic and tension fought with my need to explain our dangerous predicament to him. “No, you don’t understand. This,” I said as I pointed between us, “won’t work.”

“Why not? Are you a speciesist?” His mood shifted from flirtatious to irritated.

His irritated look drew my gaze to his emerald-green eyes and the line of his lips. “No, absolutely not.” I swallowed to clear the knot in my throat and tried not to think about anything else he might pick up from my scent.

“Look, you’ll have to take my word for it. It’s not safe for you to work with me.” I could tell he didn’t buy it. In the entire decade I’ve been a public safety officer, not one dragon had crossed my path, that I knew of anyway.

If Xavior and I worked together, I would have to tell him and the captain or risk flushing my career down the drain when they found out about my power. I’d be back on patrol duty within the week for withholding information, and that was if they let me keep my job.

“Not safe?” That got his attention. “I’m a dragon. We’re practically indestructible.” I could tell by the way his eyes narrowed and his head tilted that a thought had occurred to him. “There’s only one family of humans that have the ability to kill a dragon outright. Last I knew, they lived in Europe.”

“There is a small branch of that family in Oregon.” I let him read between the lines.

“You’re a Saint George Knight?” Xavior’s voice held a note of surprise. 

I nodded. “Now, do you understand why this is a bad idea?”

“Not really.” Xavior shrugged and crossed his arms. 

His movement drew my eyes to his chest for a split second before my confusion at what he said surfaced in the proper location of my brain. I lifted my gaze to his face, but that didn’t help. I knew I had a type, but I never expected it to show up in the form of a dragon that I shouldn’t be within ten kilometers of, let alone half a meter. The fact that he still wanted to work with me was completely baffling. Did this dragon have a death wish? “Of course it is. The last thing I’d want is for anything to happen to you because of me.” 

“So you do like me.” A smirk appeared, which prompted me to glance at his lips before he took a step toward me. “I was worried for a minute that I’d been completely off about that or that you hadn’t realized you were attracted to me, which would have been more awkward.” His lack of self-preservation did not help the situation, nor did his cocky charm. 

I backed away with my hands up and tried to ward off the handsome apex predator. “First of all, latent attraction aside, I have a partner.” I couldn’t believe I’d admitted it out loud, but I pushed through my mild embarrassment. I waved a hand between us. “This won’t happen. Second, I have a magical ability that can lethally harm dragons. It would border on criminal negligence for us to work together.” I needed to get out of this room and find Captain Lang immediately. Never mind my career; being brought up on charges for harming a magical being was way worse. I slowly turned and headed for the exit when my name on his lips brought me to a standstill.

“Gregor.” It had a wistfulness to it I used to hear in Keith’s voice, but it had been a while. 

“What?” I wanted to be irritated. Instead, my reply was more of a discontented sigh. I wanted to kick myself for not leaving fast enough.

“I’m three-hundred-seventy-three years old. Unless you have some pointy object nearby or some compulsion to harm dragons, I think we’ll be fine. Besides, what’s life without a little spice?”

I didn’t know if he thought “spice” was my lack of control over my libido or him not caring that I was the one thing that could cause him legitimate harm. By his expression, my guess was both. “I’m stating now that I think this is a bad idea,” I said as I turned to look at him.

“And I’m telling you, unless you’re planning on telling Lang what you just told me, I accept the risk,” Xavior said. “So, partner,” he walked over and slapped my shoulder, “let’s get to work.”

I watched as he opened the door and walked past me into the office area. It was the closest I’d ever come to a dragon in real life. I desperately wanted to protect him from harm, and myself from everything he made me feel.
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Small Spaces


Xavior





Greg had a secret. The sleeve of tattoos on his left arm, covered by his light blue button-down shirt I watched him put on, made more sense now. The tats were of fictional detectives and crime fighters. Most of those fictional characters had secrets to keep or hidden identities, and they were obsessed with justice. From the histories I knew, the Saint George Knights were not that high-minded. The tattoos made me think Greg was looking for justice or redemption. I’d bet they meant something more to him, or he could be a fan. I was curious to find out. 

As we walked out of the briefing room, I followed Greg toward the detective’s area. I watched as he ran his fingers through his black crewcut. A nervous gesture. He could be a threat, but he certainly didn’t smell like one. Not with the protectiveness and attraction that surrounded him like a storm cloud. Humans were absolutely horrible at hiding their emotions, especially ones they thought were private. 

“I’m assuming Nob Hill has a similar interface and reporting system?” Greg asked as he sat at what must be his desk. He pressed his thumb into the right corner, then pulled his badge from his belt and set it on a recessed spot on the surface. The slick display immediately lit up with files associated with his badge number as he picked up a stylus. He made a couple of taps to open the first file.

“Ah, yeah, somewhat. We didn’t have physical desks, just holo displays and the latest haptic gloves. You know, the kind that gives sensory feedback directly to your fingertips.” I wiggled my fingers, and Greg’s light tan face went from neutral to slightly annoyed, and so did his scent. “Yes, it’s similar enough.”

“When they finish uploading your work profile, you’ll be able to choose a biometric, then use your badge to access files and central data.” 

“Cool. One of my coworkers used their nose print. . .” The nostrils of Greg’s slim nose widened, and his shoulders inched toward his ears as his ample lips thinned. Apparently, he’d switched to business mode. That was frustrating. He was much more relaxed in the locker room. “Sorry, please continue.”

He made a couple more taps with the stylus while I pulled a chair from the empty desk across from him and took a seat. He didn’t hesitate as he jumped into the details of the first case file.

“A chain of small corner stores are being robbed about every two weeks at the same time of night. The owners have taken precautions, but the individual somehow scares the shit out of the clerks. So much so, the clerks can’t describe them, and none of the countermeasures available activated. The shop’s imagers haven’t caught anything either.”

“Interesting,” I replied as I looked over the information.

Greg let out a frustrated breath, then continued. “Yeah, you could say that.” Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Greg absently scratch his face, which was framed by a trimmed goatee the same color as his hair. He made another tap and opened the folder of interviews and surveillance footage. 

“The interviews describe the same experience. One minute everything’s fine, the next, they all report having fear and anxiety so bad they remember nothing even after the individual has left the scene. The footage from all the different shop imagers showed fuzzy smudges, and the spectral analysis was inconclusive. There’s only a vague reference to where the individual was in the room. By the size and shape of the missing data, it looks like one individual, but I haven’t ruled out a cooperative group.”

“You think it could be one or multiple individuals with abilities working together?”

“That’s plausible. The lack of magical trace elements suggests it. What’s interesting is that they take the same thing every time: whatever is in the till, about a dozen or so lottery tickets, and a pack of gum.”

“Gum?” I chuckled. “Why gum?”

“Fresh breath? Who knows?” Greg shrugged, and I caught the faintest hint of a smile.

I liked that he kept an open mind. That was good. I could work with that. As I reviewed the information, details leapt out at me. “All the shops have the same name, or a variation of it. Are they all local?” 

“Good question.” Greg shrugged. “Don’t know. Let me make a data request from central. They can put a cross-reference together for regional associations.”

I watched as he opened a tab on his desk and sent the request. Even though Jefferson didn’t have the latest interactive holovids, apparently they had a central technomage group. That was exceptionally more valuable to any case work than upgraded interfaces.

“How long will the request take?”

“Five minutes at most.”

“That fast?” I was even more impressed. 

“I’ll have to take you to see their setup sometime. They are more wired down there than some government agencies.”

“I’d like that.” We glanced at each other, and for one moment that glance held the promise of friendship, at least, but maybe more. The poly-membrane surface of his desk pinged with the requested data, and Greg cleared his throat as we turned back to the case at hand.

The regional request didn’t turn up anything new, so Greg loaded a map of the robbery locations, which were all locally owned by one family in the Bay Area. “Based on the pattern and lack of any similar thefts regionally, I’m confident the clerks recognize the thief or thieves,” he said.

“What makes you think that?”

“They never use the counter measures, nor make any attempt to stop the theft. My theory is that they know who they are dealing with and try to talk them out of it.” 

“That’s a decent theory based on the information. So, what were you thinking?” I sat back a little and observed his body language.  

“Undercover work. Have a few officers work with clerks as new hires. See if we catch a break that way.” 

“Sounds like a plan. Do you need help with the requisition forms?” Greg liked to lead. His whole body relaxed when I didn’t push back. He even laughed a little.

“Glad you volunteered. Here.” Greg pulled a tablet from the side of the desk and moved the forms to the temporary workstation. “If you can fill these out, then call the owners; I can work on requisitions for personnel and extra tech.”

After we had all the requests and forms filed, Greg and I went over the rest of his case files. One was about bike thefts. Another was a property dispute between the tenants and a landlord. There was an injunction in place so they didn’t evict people for complaining about the lapse in building upkeep or the code requirements for magical tenants. 

By the time we’d reviewed everything, it was early evening.

“Not a bad day’s work,” Greg said.

“Given our rocky start this morning, I wasn’t sure how today would go.” 

Greg looked at me and made a dismissive noise. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” 

“You have to admit,” I leaned closer, “you didn’t think we would work quite so well together.”

“I don’t have to admit anything.” He gave me a pointed look with his attractive brown eyes. “I’ll set up your access to the case files tonight. Your desk should be ready by tomorrow’s shift.”

I took the hint. “Okay, then, see you tomorrow, Lyndon.”

“Night, Brantley.” His tone was neutral, if not optimistic. I could work with that too.

When I transferred to Jefferson, I bought a brownstone within a short walking distance of headquarters. Figured it was easier than trying to commute over an hour home.

To celebrate my successful first day at a new division, I picked up dinner from the Chinese takeaway place between work and my house. As I unpacked my food, I realized I’d ordered more than usual. I briefly entertained the thought of calling the office to invite Greg over.

No, Xavior, get a fucking grip. You’re new; he’s in a relationship; you’re work partners. Complicating shit is not a good idea. You even told him that!

I sat on the lone stool at my kitchen island and ate. The quiet of my empty house bothered me. So I pulled out my phone and checked Omni-Personal—the dating app for anyone into everyone—to see who was available. I set my status to available and immediately had five requests for various activities and two for dates. Options enough to take my mind off my new, admittedly attractive, prickly coworker.
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Stakeout


Gregor





Three weeks of surveillance and we hadn’t managed one lead. Nor had the extra imagers or patrols turned up anything. Either we’d spooked the individual, or they weren’t interested anymore. Without a new lead, the likelihood that we would solve this case wasn’t high. We had one week left to make progress on the case before Lang pulled the entire staff and resources assigned to the effort. 

I tossed back the last of my coffee as I watched Xavior work with his assigned clerk. We had three pairs of detectives, including us, rotate through twenty-five shops owned by the Kim family. Tonight, we were at a shop somewhat north of headquarters. When the shop finally closed for the evening, I let out a frustrated sigh as I kept my eyes on Xavior and the clerk as they locked up.

Xavior had to know I was still watching as he unbuttoned his store logo shirt and walked across the street toward our unmarked vehicle. The T-shirt under it was plastered to his form and showed off a decently toned body most non-humans had with little effort.

I schooled my face into something less slack-jawed as he opened the vehicle door and tossed the shirt at me. He got in as I scoffed at his antics and threw the shirt in the back with the rest of our gear. “Gross,” I said with feigned annoyance. 

“How did surveillance go?” Xavior asked as he turned his seat around to dig a container of water out of the portable cooling unit.

I cleared my throat and tried to unobtrusively adjust myself. “Nothing here or at any of the other stores we had teams at tonight.” I started the vehicle with a touch to the control panel, thinking that the sooner we went back to headquarters, the quicker I could head home. Being hyped up on caffeine for the last eight hours didn’t help with my frustration.

Xavior tempted me in another direction. “Wanna go someplace for a beer?” 

The question made me think. Keith wasn’t home, we didn’t have a surveillance shift tomorrow, and maybe if I could learn more about Xavior I’d get over whatever it was I found attractive. “Sure. I know a place that is pretty quiet at this time of night.” I waited until Xavior secured his safety webbing before I gave the vehicle directions to Jackie’s.

It was a hole-in-the-wall place that didn’t mind anyone as long as you had money and didn’t start shit. It had a pub feel to it, with plenty of bar space, including small tables and booths scattered around lining the walls. This late into the evening, most of the sports crowd had moved on, and those left were regulars, off-duty professionals, or folks looking for a quiet spot after dancing most of the night.

We took a couple spots at the bar and ordered two drafts. After a few sips, the quiet stretched into awkwardness. I finally spoke. 

“Lang mentioned you trained as a CSI. What’s the story there?” 

“Nob Hill was pretty quiet, so I took classes, got a degree, and then did my certification training at the downtown headquarters,” he said. “I figured a better understanding of forensic science would help me solve more cases.” He gave a little shrug and grinned. “What it did was present more information and statistical noise to my casework than was relevant, though it paid off sometimes.” 

I chuckled. “Oh? What happened?”

“I was working a murder scene one night,” he said with a sigh. “I was so methodical in collecting evidence that it took a week to catalog it all correctly. It pissed off everybody in the lab until this tiny fingernail clipping I collected turned up enough DNA evidence to not only put the individual-of-interest at the scene, it tied her to the deceased. It was trace evidence, but it was enough to obtain a provisional warrant to search the I.O.I’s residence. From that, we found enough evidence to take her into custody.”

“Why didn’t you transfer to downtown? It sounds like they could have used a good CSI.” I took another drink, wondering why he thought Jefferson was a better fit.

“Honestly, I was a bit more obsessed than my coworkers about it, and I hoarded as much evidence as possible for every case I ran. While it worked out in one instance, it didn’t work well for others. I got my certification, but they didn’t ask me to stay, so I went back to Nob Hill.”

“Ouch.” I felt a pang of embarrassment for him. “All because you were thorough? That seems like a mistake.” He obviously enjoyed working forensics. It seemed wrong that they pushed him out.

Xavior shrugged and fidgeted with his beer glass. “There are only so many hours in the day to process evidence. If you treat a random theft the same as murder, because you get caught up in the mystery of it, you slow the investigation down and your department with you.” His shoulders were hunched as he stared into his beer glass. “While it’s easier to collect and process evidence these days, it still costs time, money, and coworker relationships.” He shrugged.

Something he said interested me. “‘The mystery of it?’” I repeated. “Is that your obsession?” Xavior gave me a huge grin that lit up my insides, but when I remembered why, it took everything I had not to frown.

He nodded. “After I took a break from traveling, I got involved with public safety work. It let me help people and figure out little mysteries here and there.” He turned toward me. “I’m lucky that I am not so obsessed that I have to keep driving for bigger and bigger mysteries or stay stuck on ones that are nearly impossible to solve.”

“It’s pretty unusual for a dragon to have that kind of self-control.” I glanced at him, then inwardly winced. I hadn’t meant to let on how much I actually knew about dragons.

“How do you know that? Did you grow up learning everything you could about dragons?”

I could tell Xavior meant it as a joke by how relaxed he was and the way his emerald eyes held a kind of mirth. He seemed amused that anyone would take that much interest in his species. When I didn’t answer, I watched as he quickly made the connection, and the carefree attitude I’d enjoyed a moment earlier died as he swallowed, took a deep breath, and answered his own question.

“That makes sense, given your family history, I suppose.” To his credit, his mood shifted as he realized the opportunity I’d presented. His eyes lit with a green spark as his curiosity kicked in. If he needed a mystery, from his perspective, my family history was a large one.

“What exactly did they teach you?” He leaned in. It was oddly comforting how interested he was, given the topic. Besides my parents and the Order itself, no one knew about my ability or my history with the Americas branch of the Saint George Knights. Not even Keith.

I took a long drink. What the hell. “Uh, well, my siblings and I were homeschooled, but the focus was all things Draconis varium. Name a subject or topic and our tutors would relate it to dragons somehow. Besides that, we had instructors for weapons and magical item use.”

 Xavior blinked with his inner eyelids, then blinked with the outer ones. “That’s intense.” 

“Yeah, you could say that.” I took another sip, then dared to shift the subject slightly. “Back at the office, when you asked if I was a speciesist. . . have you dealt with that a lot?”

He took a deep breath and let it out. “Sometimes. Mostly on the job, working with the public. Being called a skin suit isn’t the worst thing, but it stings.” That particular slang was thrown at shifters a lot. While the Magical Species Pact kept an enforced tolerance between most species, it did little to squash the history individual species had between each other. “I remember when I was younger, my parents talked about how other species treated us and to be careful. Then I met a shepherd on the road, and he invited me to his house for a meal after I told him what I was. He and his wife were very nice to me. I thought maybe my parents were wrong. Though that was during the Renaissance period. Everyone seemed more open to all kinds of things.”

“How’s it different now?” Xavior didn’t look like he was over three hundred years old. He looked like he was about my age, somewhere in his mid-thirties.

“It’s not, not really. Or, well, with so many now having cross-species backgrounds, there’s more understanding. Most of the time.” He took another drink of his beer. “Like you, for instance. When I was a whelp, we used to hear horror stories about the Knights and their campaigns against dragons all the time. But here you are, asking questions, reserving judgment.”

“It wasn’t like they taught me to do that. They kicked me out.” I hadn’t meant to say that. The beer and my mild exhaustion were working against me. His slowly forming smile and narrowed eyes told me he would not let it go, so I gave in. “I held too many contradictory beliefs from my family and the Order. One of the biggest was being queer, specifically liking men.”

“You didn’t plan to tell me that.” He tapped his nose when I frowned at him. “Your regret tickled my nose.” 

I shrugged and cleared my throat. “It’s much easier telling an attractive woman I’m not interested than explaining anything about the Order.”

“Understandable, considering.” He gave me a slight grin.

“Considering what?” I asked and quickly realized I shouldn’t have.

Xavior laughed. “Lyndon, you have a distinct lack of self-awareness. I imagine very few people haven’t conjured up fantasies of a dark-haired, dark-eyed, brooding type such as yourself.”

I gasped a little as I nearly choked on my drink. Once I could breathe again, I fought off my mild embarrassment and groped for another subject. “You know, you’re the first dragon I’ve ever met,” I said, adding another confession to my list. Why was it so easy to talk with him about things I never spoke about with anyone?

“Really? You don’t have some sixth sense around dragons? Isn’t that part of your magical ability?” His tone was playful, even though he was fishing for more information.

“No. They taught us to deal with dragons in their natural forms, mostly. Though, a dragon’s shifting abilities were discussed from time to time.” I didn’t expand on that point. I’d already said too much. 

“So then, all your magical ability does is kill a dragon?”

“Isn’t that enough?”

“It’s weirdly specific, that's all. Why dragons? I know the legend of the knight saving a princess from a dragon, but there were knights that did all kinds of things in the Middle Ages. Killing dragons was only one of them.”

I was silent. Xavior made excellent points, and I didn’t have answers. They taught the legend like it was the catalyst that gave Knights our ability. But Xavior was right. It was weirdly specific, and it was passed down genetically. They tested every family member for the marker at birth. They taught us it was a blessing bestowed on sainted Knights, since the genetic marker never mutated. Personally, I thought it was a curse.

Xavior finished his beer and set the empty glass back on the bar, then changed the subject. “Did you know that the character Sherlock Holmes was based on a dragon obsessed with mysteries and solving riddles?”

“Seriously?” I wondered if he brought that up because he saw my tattoo. One of them was a bloodhound with a deerstalker hat.

“Totally true. I met Doyle once. I have a signed first edition of one of his books somewhere.” Xavior waved off the bartender when they motioned toward the glass. I glanced up at the analog clock above the bar as I finished my beer. When the bill showed up, I thumbed for the tab.

“Thanks. I’ll pay next time,” Xavior said as he scratched his nose. 

I gave him a nod and left it at that. It gave me no small amount of anxiety, wondering what his nose had picked up. The voice in the back of my head, from years of training at my mother’s direction, berated me for betraying myself to a predator. I’d been telling that voice to fuck off for years, and tonight was no different.

As we walked toward our vehicle, I made one more confession. “I exercise in the morning before my shift starts if you want to join me.”

“Sounds entertaining,” Xavior said in a mockingly cheerful voice. “I might take you up on it.” 

“Hey, not all of us can auto-magically maintain ourselves.”

I unlocked the vehicle and got in. Xavior slid into the passenger seat. “Duly noted.” 

We were quiet as I drove back to headquarters to drop him off, change vehicles, and then headed home. I cleaned up, then went to bed alone with mixed feelings about what I’d told Xavior, thoughts of mystery writers, and a vision of a dragon with bright green eyes.
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A Grandmother's Surprise


Xavior





With less than a week left of our special surveillance operation, we caught a break. 

I saw a flash of magic even though the external imagers hadn’t picked up anything. It looked like the shop’s stop-goo device was triggered. I sprinted from my vehicle to the front door with another stop-goo pack in hand. What I saw suspended in the goo was definitely new. That alone made the transfer to Jefferson headquarters worth it, I thought, as I looked at the individual encased from the neck down.

The small individual jabbered while they held the bag of stolen goods in one hand and a knobby stick in the other. They were barely taller than a ten-year-old human; their skin was a pale green, and they had a black, pencil-thin mustache that extended past their rather predominate chin. While I didn’t understand everything they said, the context indicated they were upset, to put it mildly.

“Lyndon? Mr. Kim?” I asked, while the chatty figure in the stop-goo continued. “Is everyone alright?”

“We’re fine, Brantley,” Greg said in a shaky voice. “We’re behind the counter.” 

I walked around the corner to see Greg and Mr. Kim hugging each other, shaking. “You don’t look fine. I’m calling for EMS.” I pulled out my phone and called central.

“Brantley,” Greg said with a tone of warning. 

“Lyndon. You both look like you’re a few shivers away from shock. The paramedics will have something they can use to counter whatever they did.”

“The stop-goo worked?”

“Yeah. I’m looking at them right now. They sound upset based on what little Korean I know. Mr. Kim, do you know what they’re saying?” I hoped so, or it was going to be a long night with a linguistic witch.

Mr. Kim nodded, still holding onto Greg. “More or less. Grandmother had a little ritual she would do once a month and said it was for her little helper, that they brought good luck. We thought she did it out of habit, just something she learned as a child, but I guess it was more than that. That’s a Dokkaebi.” 

The small person went quiet. Mr. Kim frowned as they glanced in the being’s direction, even though they couldn’t see them from behind the counter. I shook my head and asked, “What’s a Dokkaebi?”

“A kind of spirit, I guess. A little like a goblin, maybe. There are all kinds, but some cause mischief if you don’t do a ritual to keep them happy. As long as you keep them happy, they bring blessings and good fortune, so the stories go.” Mr. Kim took a big breath, then shivered.

“Can we contact your grandmother to see if she can help?” I would be upset too if something stopped me from doing what was in my nature to do, especially if it was because of a particular family. It reminded me of Greg’s predicament a little.

“No, unfortunately, she’s not with us any longer,” Mr. Kim sounded like his teeth were clacking together as he tried to speak. “And I don’t know the ritual myself. My mother might, if grandmother told her.”

When EMS showed up, Mr. Kim and Greg were treated for their symptoms while I coordinated with the other two patrol units and a linguistics witch. The stop-goo would not hold for much longer, so I dissolved it with a neutralizer and asked the Dokkaebi to wait. If their face was anything to go by, my Korean was horrible. 

Mr. Kim called a local family friend who had experience dealing with spirits. After an hour with a linguistics spell and the friend, Mr. Kim had the basics for the ritual requested by Hyun-Shik, the Dokkaebi.

Since the Dokkaebi’s activity was localized to only the family and the stores they owned, we agreed to release Hyun-Shik into Mr. Kim’s care. We scheduled a health and wellness follow-up later to see if they needed anything else. 

When the paramedics released Greg, I helped him into our vehicle and drove us back to the station. Greg headed to the locker room while I went to my desk to write reports and file forms. The forms could have waited, but I didn’t want to leave him alone while he looked so unsteady. About thirty minutes into the various write-ups and requests I needed to fill out, Greg appeared with wet hair and clean clothes. 

“Feel better?” I looked up from my tablet to watch as he sank into the chair next to my desk.

“Yes.” He was quiet for a moment. “I don’t understand how, but the fear I felt was unlike anything I could have imagined.” He ran his hand through his hair, and I had a weird urge to do the same thing. I cleared my throat instead.

“He likely has some ability that targets the amygdala of a brain. No one we interviewed had lasting effects.” Greg nodded. “It’s the first time I’ve ever come across a Dokkaebi.” I smiled, but I tried to keep my enthusiasm in check. I didn’t need to wallow in my obsession while Greg looked haunted by the experience.

“You have anything like a Dokkaebi back home?” Greg asked, as he gave me a curious look.

“No. European goblins are like huge parrots. They mimic words sometimes, but they rarely carry on conversations like the Dokkaebi.”

I organized a few more things in the case file and started another form to cover expenses and log the use of the stop-goo. “If you give me about twenty more minutes to finish up, I can drive you home.”

“Nah, that’s okay. I can get myself home if you’re doing all the forms for the case.” Greg stood and ran his hand through his hair again. I ventured a tiny whiff. The smell of his soap and undertones of longing made me curious, but I didn’t try to distinguish more. Maybe he simply wanted to go home. That would be fair after tonight’s experience.

“You sure? It wouldn’t be a problem, or I can call your partner to pick you up,” I offered. 

“You are my partner.” 

Even though I questioned whether Greg was actually alright based on that statement, I rephrased my offer. “Your other partner. The one you go home to.”

“Oh.” He thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. “Keith is on duty tonight. I don’t want to pull him away from work.”

“Are you sure? I mean—” 

Greg cut me off, which was probably good considering I was about to say, if I was your partner. . .

“Brantley, thanks, but I’ll be fine.” 

We nodded at each other, then Greg tapped on his desk. “Send over anything you need me to sign, and I’ll file it in the morning.”

“Sure thing,” I said to Greg’s back as he started walking toward the door. “Night, Lyndon.”

He waved without looking back. “Night, Brantley.”

When I finally went home, all I could think of were Greg’s dark brown eyes full of fear and how he and Mr. Kim were huddled on the floor as if something were prepared to eat them. I hadn’t seen fear like that in a human’s eyes in a long time. It took me back to my early traveling days. Sometimes fear was an effective tool for survival. When I was young, I scared my fair share of individuals because I was afraid of them and what they could do to me. It was ignorant, but thankfully I learned other ways to deal with threats.

It wasn’t the only time I saw fear in Greg’s eyes tonight. When he mentioned Keith, there was something there. Why would Greg not want to tell someone he loves he needed help? 

An icy shiver crawled down my spine, and I suddenly missed the hot tub back at my estate. I sighed and settled for the scalding shower at my brownstone. I hadn’t been scared into near paralysis, but I understood fear all too well, and I tried to let the scalding water wash it away.
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