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      I watched the fly dance with the lightbulb above my head.

      No ordinary fly, but a magical bug created from magical residue. A growing problem in Angelica City.

      “Fudging thing,” Charlie said with a groan, pushing his chair away from the dining table.

      The fly was a distraction from my thoughts. They were doing their own dance, constantly reminding me of the events that’d taken place at Belle Mansion—the revelations about Lilith (aka Lily Belle), Lucifer’s very-much-alive wife, and everything surrounding the dead dark lord himself. And it wasn’t just those details, but the rest of the mess that’d bombarded my life.

      In a ridiculous way, that fly was rather soothing.

      Charlie placed a box on the table, the magical object opening outward to reveal a small tower of cogs, pistons and wheels carved from black agate (used for bug extermination), turning together to generate the bug-killing magic needed to extinguish the magically made fly.

      “Won’t be a minute, Zayn,” Charlie said.

      I blinked, turning from the fly to look at the sharp lines of his golden, sun-kissed face. His almond-shaped blue eyes narrowed at the bug that’d disturbed our breakfast, his rosy lips pouting.

      “Fudging thing,” he said, not one to use a swear word very often—something ingrained in from his childhood. “So gross.” He scratched at his short, auburn hair. “Makes me feel itchy.”

      It was gross. Bloated, much bigger than any regular fly, its body a slimy translucence like all magical bugs.

      A coiled needle rose out of the mechanism, the tip aimed at the fly which was obliviously humping the light repeatedly. Black energy fired from the needle, a spherical pellet striking the bug directly in the center of its body. It dropped to the table in an instant, buzzing gone, and melted into a pool of translucent goo, thus removing what little appetite I’d had left.

      “Breakfast is over,” I announced, standing up.

      “You’re right there, mate,” Charlie agreed, his face contorting in disgust.

      “I need the bathroom.” I left him to it.

      What I really needed was to get out of here, to feel fresh air in my lungs again. To go home and be amongst my things, not in this perpetual dark beneath Martha’s motorbike shop (M Bikes) on Dew Street.

      I made my way down the short, darkly decorated corridor which reminded me of my house, passing the closed doors of the bedrooms housing Martha and her people—seven male lovers, three female, all of them working in some capacity at M Bikes. I didn’t really need the bathroom but went in anyway to splash my face with cold water, then headed to my bedroom.

      I was so grateful for the shelter, for the help Martha and her people had provided, but I was itching to escape, to get my life back.

      This underground dining room of dark walls and white floor had seen me through the past three mornings since the Belle Island incident on Saturday (it was now Tuesday). I’d been sharing a bedroom with Charlie, every night pretty much sleepless. And there was no other choice. Hiding here was all to shelter me, to let the drama above ground blow over.

      The angels were hunting the dragon man (me), who was rapidly gaining infamy.

      I had the ability to transform my body into a dragon-like creature—complete with leathery wings, extra muscles and uber-strength, red-gold scales of armor, and longer white-blond hair. Not shift. Nothing fully shifted into a creature they shared blood with nowadays (Aquablood, Canineblood, Felineblood), not since the extinct Wolfbloods.

      Oh, and I could breathe fire as well as conjure glass swords from glass discs in my palms. All very odd and placing me firmly on the radar of the angels who watched over Angelica City for exactly these kinds of abominations/events.

      That’s what I was, a creature that shouldn’t exist. Only, that wasn’t strictly true. Apparently, I had existed once before as Uriel, one of Lucifer’s seven violent warriors, a Nephilim with dragon skills too. This body I inhabited was nothing but a vessel for the real me, my soul split in two by my humanity and the dormant Uriel.

      I’m Nephilim… Partly dragon…

      I’m Humanblood…

      Uriel…

      Zayn…

      What the connection between dragon and fallen angel was had yet to be revealed.

      From what Lilith had told me, while also wanting to kill me, a Magiblood had given their life to bring the soul of Uriel back. Then I was formed in the womb of a human mother who’d loathed me, with no knowledge of this magic, and died in a housefire by my hand. Maybe my hateful family had been right about me all along.

      I’d grown up as Zayn Valentine, knowing nothing of who I actually was. For me, life had been about fixing magical objects, getting by alone, enjoying burgers, and my collection of Billy Wizard Golden Bears. When a still nameless professor had conjured some extremely powerful magic, resulting in a swimming pool fire, everything had changed. But he’d failed to reach the last stage of this rebirth spell—my Uriel essence was still locked away.

      Over in Roseguard Avenue, South Ward, where I’d burned and been reborn, was a lab holding the essence that would put me back together and awaken the Uriel half of my soul.

      Make me the monster I used to be.

      But I was Zayn, not that monster.

      Right?

      There were answers within that magically sealed lab. A man called Tim had died trying to teleport into it with an amethyst mechanism. Died helping us. But only Brett Keller, magical locksmith, could unlock the lab. Breaking him from Lilith’s clutches was tricky—attempt number one had failed miserably.

      Stuck at a frustrating crossroads, I tried to hold on to the determination to destroy the essence, tempting as it was to not do so.

      Temptation could jump off a cliff. I didn’t want to be a monster. As long as my essence existed, Uriel was a threat. Getting rid of it was the goal.

      I’d still need Brett Keller to destroy it.

      Because Brett had broken into Lilith’s mansion but didn’t hurt her or anyone else, it allowed Lilith to hold him as a prisoner or slave until he paid his debt—which would be a long time away considering how much of risk he posed. Even someone with her social status, her influence, was forbidden to kill him by our quid pro quo laws. But this was Lilith, not the Lily Belle the world thought she was. I’m sure she’d find a loophole at some point.

      At least this bedroom had a window of sorts—a basement window with a blackout curtain drawn across it. I opened it, letting the October sunlight stream into the room, spotlighting my bed.

      I sat in the small circle of warmth, closing my eyes, wishing I could break out of this stasis, stop moping, get back to my job as a fixer of magical objects before the reputation of my business was destroyed.

      “Damn it,” I breathed.

      The room trembled from a train passing over the bridge behind the garage—one of the domestic lines that connected the five wards of the city.

      Clicking on the TV, I watched the news, leaving it on silent. Amazingly, I wasn’t on it. Instead, there was something about a tram driver being attacked by magical wasps over in North Ward. Survived, being treated in hospital, none of the passengers hurt.

      Had reports of the dragon man slowed down?

      Wait. No. There were the words moving across the red bar at the bottom of the screen.

      
        
        Angel investigation continues into dragon man. Witnesses as far away as London have come forward.

      

      

      I’d flown to London the first time I’d, well, flown, lost in my dragon senses. With London not that far away, seeing as Angelica City was an island in the Atlantic Ocean fifty miles off the coast of Ireland, I’d headed there to escape my angelic pursuers.

      A mistake. Shit.

      I wasn’t far from my home on Scarlet Street, Dew Street being in East Ward too. I could just leave, but as much as I hated to admit it, I was afraid. Meeting the sharp end of an angel sword wasn’t my idea of fun.

      I couldn’t hide forever. And as long as I didn’t shift into the dragon man, maybe things would be okay.

      Easier said than done. If I got overly angry, I’d have no choice but to transform—rage being a huge trigger. Even to shift willingly meant I had to have a slightly angry thought to activate my powers.

      “Knock, knock,” came Charlie’s voice with a literal double knock. Then the door opened.

      He crept inside. “Hey. Sorry, just checking you’re okay.”

      He always did. “I’m fine. Don’t really like flies with my bacon and eggs.”

      “Same.” He sat on his bed. “Nice day outside.”

      “Apparently.”

      “Listen, Martha said we can’t stay here anymore.”

      I didn’t look at him, eyes lowered to gaze at my knees. “Oh?”

      “Yeah. And I don’t know what to do, and I’ve wanted to tell you because she told me last night, and it’s not like I’m keeping secrets because I wouldn’t, but I didn’t know how to tell you because you haven’t really been chatty.”

      Did he actually take a breath after that? “It’s fine, Charlie.”

      He seemed to not hear me. “But if you don’t wanna chat now, that’s cool, and please don’t think badly of me because it wasn’t anything intentionally secretive and⁠—”

      “Breathe.”

      “What?”

      “Breathe, Charlie.”

      He sucked in air. “Sorry. Nervous waffle.”

      “I gathered that.” I looked up at him, drinking in his beauty.

      He really was striking.

      Charlie folded his arms across his slender chest. He was still dressed in his white vest and blue shorts provided by Martha, who’d sent her people out to grab us some clothes while we stayed here.

      “You know how we had that whole lie about us dating that we told the angels?” he said.

      “How could I forget?”

      “Well, we’ll keep it up. Go back to yours today, make it look like we had a weekend away. I know it’ll look suspicious, but so is you hiding away, I guess.” He didn’t look too sure.

      I was already a suspect, having been grilled by the angels Parisa and Yael. “Makes sense.”

      “You think?”

      “Yes. Hiding makes me look bad. I like the weekend away idea.”

      “We don’t really have a choice.”

      Parisa, the female angel, had touched me to read me, to see if she could detect anything other than Humanblood inside. She hadn’t. I wasn’t sure if it had been the silver agate next to me (illegal magic which tricked angels) or something else. Regardless, she’d got nothing but a Humanblood reading.

      Whenever the angels were near, ever since the swimming pool fire, I harbored resentment for those holy beings. Which made sense, considering what I was.

      Uriel…

      “Plus, it isn’t good for Martha’s business to have us here,” I added.

      “Maybe. Thought we’d have more time.”

      I didn’t blame Martha for wanting me gone. It wasn’t good for her or her people for me to hang around here. She had no loyalty to us, and she’d done way more than enough to help. I was a hot problem she didn’t need.

      “Zayn? You good?”

      “I’m fine…” I answered softly.

      The bedroom had a wooden desk over in the left corner, piled up with books and a laptop, notepads on the floor under the chair. All Charlie’s work. He was still on the trail of the unsolved mysteries like the Lucifer Stars (a star with a spear through it). Two had been summoned—one on Scarlet Street, and one at the Square of the Righteous (Holy Square) in Central Ward. Why? We had no idea. Another big question was how Old Man Freddie was possibly connected to dragons with his claim about Lucifer wanting a dragon bride when he wasn’t a ghost. I couldn’t see where he’d get that information from, and he was a man partial to spending his time nursing pints of beer in a pub. But the biggest mystery of all was the huge black dragon encased in ice in Holy Square, which angel swords couldn’t break, no matter how many times they struck the ice.

      Angel swords could break anything.

      “Zayn?”

      If I didn’t have Charlie in my life, I would probably be dead. I had a lot to thank him for in his sticking around.

      “Zayn? Hello?”

      He could’ve been hurt on Belle Island. They’d chased him. He’d escaped but…

      …but they didn’t want to kill him.

      Possibly.

      Why not?

      “Zayn? You in there, mate?”

      I broke away from staring at the desk, unaware I’d drifted away. “Sorry. What?”

      “You zoned out,” Charlie said.

      “More thinking.”

      “Loads to think about.”

      “Indeed.”

      “We’ll leave in a bit,” he said. “Catch a tram. Martha doesn’t want someone dropping us off, even with silver agate in the car. Thinks it’ll look bad if we suddenly appear outside of the silver agate’s field when we get to yours, you know?”

      “I know. A surprise to ruffle even more suspicion. Plus, using public transport works to sell the lie, I suppose.”

      “Exactly. Keeping it casual. So, tram? Fancy it? We could grab a cab, but I haven’t done a tram in ages. Be quicker than the bus, and Martha’s got some tickets for us.” He chuckled. “Trams are so expensive. I always had to get the bus. But look at me now.

      “Is that supposed to be—” I stopped myself from being rude.

      “Supposed to be what?”

      “Nothing.”

      Charlie had been on the verge of homelessness, hungry. Nothing in his fridge. I’d helped him out when we’d teamed up.

      With his computer hacking skills, he could steal as much money as he wanted. I didn’t know how it worked, but siphon digital cash into a fake account or something like that? He could do that, right? Go and hide on an island somewhere afterwards. I was sure he’d take me with him. I could always live on the other side of the island if he needed some space.

      “Sure,” I said, “a tram will be fine. We can leave soon. Just say when.”

      “I’ll let Martha know.”

      “And I’ll wait here.”

      “Can I get you a drink or anything?”

      Why did he have to be so sweet like that? “No, thanks.”

      “Be back soon.”

      “Okay.”

      He left the bedroom, and I returned to the irritating business of thinking about every damn thing at once.

      I should’ve asked him for two bottles of white wine. That would’ve shut things down for a while.
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      Another fly buzzed past me as I made my way up the backstairs to the back area of the garage.

      “I think Martha’s got herself a bug problem,” I said, watching the fly go down into the underground lair.

      “She’s got plenty of bug-killing devices,” Charlie replied behind me.

      We were carrying holdalls with spare clothes, toiletries, and even condoms to create the illusion of a long weekend for a couple who were dating.

      Would the angels fall for it?

      Fuck them. They’re filth.

      No, they’re not.

      Filth. Angel filth.

      Was that the voice of Uriel lurking and infecting me?

      Shit.

      At the back of M Bikes was a pink and yellow kitchen with an exit opening into a side alley running alongside the building.

      Martha was in the kitchen, her gray mohawk enormous this morning, her loud blue eyeshadow making her peachy skin pop.

      Or not.

      I didn’t care.

      Was she wearing green contacts?

      With her, dressed in the same black leathers with the red M logo embroidered on them, was Nora—one of her lovers. Nora’s dark braids were tied up into a pile on top of her head. She was smiling, the lines of age crinkling her dark face.

      “Morning,” Nora greeted. She was probably the friendliest of the lovers, with Martha being the most aloof.

      Martha didn’t greet us with words, only a grunt.

      “Thanks for letting us stay,” I said.

      “Lilith,” Martha said coolly. “Think she knows where you live.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “She’s going to be a problem.”

      Martha lifted the black leather bag she was holding. “Silver agate.”

      Silver agate worked best against angels. In high enough quantities, it could trick anyone else, but it wasn’t reliable. Its purpose was mainly for holy eyes. There were enough of the silver mechanisms around the lab house to hide the goings-on from angels, and to repel non-angels, and Lilith had commented that she couldn’t figure out where the door to the house was, even though she knew it was there. Which was great, yet also made me question what she was. In the old stories, there wasn’t much about her, only her position beside Lucifer. He took all of the spotlight.

      Was she a fallen angel? She was Magiblood, but there were so many ‘WTFs?’ around her. She shouldn’t be alive, but then look at me.

      Something else to figure out.

      Martha fished something out of her pocket. “Take these,” she said, handing us both a heavy silver bracelet with a ball charm—a plain, silver ball. “Personal protection. More for you, Zayn. Try not to take it off.”

      “Look at these,” Charlie held them up. “These are cool. Wow. Martha? We can’t afford these.”

      She shrugged.

      I took that as being on the house. “Thank you.”

      Without questioning her, I slipped it on. The ball on the end of it released some silver magic, the faint sound of the mechanism ticking gently. Small, silver tendrils of energy snaked around the bracelet subtly. It wouldn’t make me invisible, but it would hide the dragon Nephilim side from prying angels. Well, as long as I didn’t transform in front of them.

      “Impressive,” I said.

      “Yep, thanks,” Charlie clipped his on.

      The garage was constantly protected with silver agate, but it wasn’t my protection to enjoy anymore. Not a complaint. I was happy to be going home, target on my back be damned.

      She handed me the heavy leather bag.

      I thanked her again.

      “One more thing,” she said, and went to check the doors were closed. Once she was done, she gave Nora a nod.

      Nora moved across the kitchen, opening a drawer beneath a toaster. She removed a black velvet box—a ring box.

      “What’s that?” Charlie spoke for both of us.

      Nora opened the box. Two rings of copper sat inside, with a small engraving of what looked like a bug.

      “Copper agate,” Martha said.

      My head snapped around to face her. “There’s no such thing as copper agate.”

      “That’s right,” Charlie said.

      There had always been orange, beige, turquoise, white, black, yellow, pink, silver, and brown. For the precious stone mechanisms, which only Magibloods could use, there were four—diamond (banned like silver), emerald, ruby, and sapphire. However, it’d been revealed to me that there was such a thing as gold agate (which Martha had used to remove the dead bodies of the professor and Lilith’s failed assassin), as well as amethyst in the precious stone family (used for teleportation, which came with a lot of risks if you didn’t know how to use it correctly, or even if you did).

      I was extremely salty about these revelations, seeing as it was my job to be an expert in this field.

      “Not again,” Charlie whispered.

      “Copper agate is the rarest of them all,” Nora said. “That bug you see is a midge. And not just any midge. Beglica antarctica, or the Antarctic midge. In order for it to work, the system must be oiled with the blood of the midge—the magical variety. It lives with its regular counterpart in the Antarctic, below ground in copper agate caves found only down there. A dangerous insect, and one that’s mostly left alone. In fact, the knowledge of copper agate is under strict lock and key. There aren’t many who know about it.”

      “Not safe getting the juice,” Martha contributed.

      “That’s right,” Nora responded. “The Antarctic midge is a vicious predator and isn’t fussy about what it eats. To harvest its blood is a fool’s game. But, lucky for you, there are some fools out there we know who travel to the Antarctic once a year to harvest this stuff.”

      Martha grunted three times in quick succession and nodded. Was that her way of laughing?

      Nora smiled and got on with her story. “Copper agate can give you far better protection than the turquoise agate. Try it. Put the rings on and I’ll tell you what to do.”

      The handle of the door leading into the main garage jiggled. Martha bounded over to sort the problem with a simple yet firm, “Piss off!”

      I placed the ring on my right ring finger. The midge engraving sparkled with copper magic, and a copper midge lifted out of it, flying up to hover in front of my face.

      For half a minute, all I could do was blink at it.

      “Whoa.” Again, Charlie was the voice for both of us as his own midge hovered.

      The insects clicked, then made a strange, whistling sound.

      “Okay,” Nora said, “you can now tell it what you want to be protected from. I would say this: Protect us from the one known as Lilith, sometimes Lily Belle, and all who serve her cause.”

      I looked to her. “Then what?”

      “Then, the magic will activate.”

      So I spoke the words with Charlie, and when I was done, the midge flew at me, landing on my cheek. A sharp pinch, another whistle, and that was it.

      I touched where it landed, but there was only my cheek. “What happened?”

      “The magic is within you now. It will last for forty-eight hours. If you take the ring off, the magic will continue to tick away.”

      “It won’t break it?” Charlie asked.

      “No. Only the time-lapse will break it, or if you die. But taking the ring off restricts the magic to the ring, protecting itself while there’s no finger to rest on. That’s why you should keep it on at all times.”

      “Hopefully, we’ll dodge the dead bit,” Charlie added.

      “It will give you protection from Lilith, her followers, and her magic for now until you figure out your next move. Once the magic is over in two days, that’s it. We can’t source any more for you at this time. This is the only copper agate in the city, and outside of going on an extremely southern holiday, there’s no midge blood either.”

      Outwardly, I wouldn’t admit it, but my mind was blown. “That’s fine. Thank you so much.”

      “You’re welcome. Good luck to you both.”

      With that, Martha headed through the door leading into the garage and the noisy goings-on in there.

      “You both take care,” Nora said, shaking our hands. “Martha’s asked you to not contact us for us while. I’m sorry, she’s just worried.”

      “But…” Charlie tried. I noticed his skin flushing crimson. “But…”

      “Temporarily,” Nora added. “She wants everything to be kept on the down-low. Okay?”

      “Of course.” It was my turn to answer for both of us, Charlie lost for words. “We completely understand. You’ve done more than enough for us already. Please tell her, again, I’m sorry I burned her boat.”

      Nora nodded and said nothing more.

      Our cue to go.

      “Goodbye,” I said, stepping outside and into the glorious fresh air.

      I drank it in, waiting for Charlie to join me.

      “Zayn… Fudge…”

      The door closed loudly behind us. Charlie jumped at the heavy sound.

      “Yes, Charlie?”

      “I didn’t know that’s what she was going for—the whole not contacting her thing.” He shook his head and pulled out a pack of catnip cigarettes. “Blimey. We’ve lost my best contact.” He clicked his lighter, taking a deep drag. “What’re we gonna do?”

      “Maybe it was the boat,” I said.

      “What?”

      “Burning the boat. I think it’s a sore point.”

      He cocked an auburn eyebrow at me. “Seriously?”

      “Wouldn’t you be pissed off if a dragon landed in your boat and wrecked it?”

      “Erm, yeah.”

      “There you go.”

      “I think it’s more than that.”

      “So do I.”

      He frowned, blowing out green smoke. “Shall we go?”

      “After you.”
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      We headed up the alley to Leaf Road, which ran parallel to Dew Street, famous for its tailors, clothes shops, and Sunday market, heading left past the shops already busy with people, walking for ten minutes to the tram stop at Sycamore Road.

      This part of Sycamore Road was elevated above Leaf Road and Dew Street, housing the tram line and main road. Beneath the flyover was a series of cafés, and a singular watchmaker in the smallest retail unit ever.

      “Fancy something to eat, seeing as the fly ruined brekkie?” Charlie asked.

      “No, thanks. How about eating at mine?”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. What do you think?”

      He had a lovely smile, which annoyed me because I shouldn’t be thinking of his smile as lovely. We were working together to destroy the Uriel essence, maybe solve some mysteries. Nothing more.

      Only, there was that moment on the clifftop where I’d almost kissed him in my dragon man form, and the moment I’d masturbated to him in the bath before I even knew who he was, along with the brown-skinned man. Then they’d both appeared in another dream—a threesome.

      Oh, God.

      “Awesome,” Charlie said. “As long as you’re sure. I can just go home from yours after we’d sold the lie part.”

      “I’m sure. Come on.”

      I took point as we headed up the metal stairs to the platform, scanning the sky for any sign of angelic starlight trails.

      Nothing so far.

      “Two minutes.” Charlie pointed to the digital display board.

      We sat on a green metal bench and waited in silence.

      It was quite a nice place to view Angelica City from. A shame about the noise of the traffic, but the elevation allowed you to take in the sprawling metropolis of this island city.

      The cherry on top was the citadel at the heart of Angelica’s Central Ward, home of the angels. A huge, white marble structure with a domed roof, it had sat on top of Sacred Hill since the founding of this city after Lucifer’s fall many, many years ago (slain by the angel Angelica).

      Only, it wasn’t really the cherry anymore. The huge shard of ice, sunlight glinting from its tip, was now part of the skyline. Not as high and grand as the citadel, but there, a dragon of black scales smothered in cold and mystery.

      A dragon, me a dragon man, and Lucifer’s ghost drifting around. The dots to connect things were all over the place. Would getting into that lab put them together? Probably. But it would also fully restore me… Bring…

      …Uriel.

      The essence had to be destroyed.

      The ghost of Lucifer hadn’t made an appearance since Belle Island and my escape.

      “You okay, Zayn?”

      Too much drifting into thought. “Yes. Fine. Thanks.” The display board said there was a minute to go.

      It was a brisk morning, one of those autumn days with sunshine and crispness—the perfect, refreshing match.

      “Look,” Charlie said, nodding upward.

      Starlight trails. Shit.

      I both shrank, yet steamed inside.

      Hide, kill…

      Hide…

      Kill…

      “They’re passing,” Charlie whispered. “Heading north, I think.”

      The description of dragon man was out in the public sphere, down to the details of my violet eyes. Consequently, I wore a pair of dark shades and a blue beanie hat to lessen attention on me. There’d be nothing worse than having strangers point their fingers at me for sharing the same look as the dragon man. Because they would.

      Facing the angels now, who were probably still watching my house, would get the ordeal out of the way. Let them grill me, touch me, get nothing from me again. Until I seriously pinged on their radar with consequences, we were at a stalemate.

      The bell of the tram rang, the gold and white vehicle rolling up the tracks, coming to a stop, a burst of electricity sparking where the tram connected with the overhead wires.

      We stepped inside the carriage, tapping our tickets on the check-in panel. No seats. Busy. A bit of a squeeze, Charlie pressing up against me, giving me a waft of that orange and catnip scent—strange yet alluring.

      The quicker this journey, the better.

      “Maybe we should’ve taken the bus,” Charlie said, someone knocking him closer into me.

      As the tram pulled away, there was a commotion in the first of the two carriages.

      “What’s going on?” I looked over the tops of heads but couldn’t see anything.

      “Something about a Lucifer Star. West Ward. Big.” Charlie’s feline attributes (being a Felineblood) gave him brilliant hearing, among other skills. He pushed his way through the sea of people to get to the window.  “What the fudge? It’s huge!”

      My turn to push through, getting tutted at, meeting some resistance.

      “Excuse you!” a woman snapped.

      I ignored her, stopping behind a short old man, easily able to see over the top of his shiny pate.

      A Lucifer Star lit up the sky in a blazing red. Some Magiblood was using a ruby mechanism to create that shape over in West Ward. And it was huge, growing in size by the second.

      That was the third Lucifer Star to be seen in the city now.

      “You seeing this?” Charlie asked over his shoulder.

      “I am.”

      “Not again,” a woman said.

      “Angelica is getting so dangerous,” another woman responded.

      A blend of voices followed, talking about Lucifer, the dragon man, the rising crime rate, and the terrible pollution in Orbit River.

      The tram jolted, throwing us forwards, then back. I grabbed the handrail above my head, then steadied the old man before he tumbled into me.

      “Thank you,” the man wheezed.

      “No problem.”

      The tram had stopped just before it came off the slope of the flyover.

      “What’s going on?” someone said in my ear, a powerful stench of onions on their breath.

      Charlie was back by my side. “There’s a man on the tracks.”

      “Oh? What’s he doing?”

      “He’s got some bug wings.”
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      Someone smashed the emergency glass and slammed on the green button to open the doors.

      So much for remaining calm and orderly. Folk started spilling out onto the rails, running back up the slope, away from the man in his hospital gown and with the translucent wings sprouting from his body. Insectile. Could be any flying bug—magical bug, not the regular kind. His entire body was covered in angry red lumps.

      There was what looked like a pulsing mushroom cap on his skull, slightly to the right side. Translucent like the wings.

      “What is that?” I said, not going back up the slope, but down it towards this man.

      Stupid me.

      “Fudge.”

      “What, Charlie?”

      “You ever heard of those wasps that lay their eggs in hosts? End up controlling the host?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. Oh, no.”

      “Yep.”

      “His body… Those angry red bumps.”

      “Sloane? What’re you doing?” The driver of our tram was sauntering towards the man with the wings.

      “That’s the man from the news,” I said. “The driver who’d been attacked by wasps. Those bumps are wasp stings.”

      “Sugaring hell!”

      I couldn’t help the slight twitch in my lips, amused by Charlie’s non-cursing. “Maybe we shouldn’t stick around for this.”

      “What? We can’t just leave this dude to it.”

      A human host being controlled by a wasp. Wasn’t it usually wasp larvae that took the controls, burrowed deep? These were magical bugs, though, so the rules would be different.

      I didn’t want to be around for this if this was a host situation.

      Vile.

      “Sloane?” the driver said again. “It’s me, buddy. What’s up?”

      The winged man’s response was phlegmy, hoarse, not speaking, only a sound. Saliva dripped off his chin, and on closer inspection, his eyes were rolled back in his head.

      “Charlie?” The Felineblood was inching closer. “Don’t⁠—”

      His head snapped round. He wasn’t happy. “We can’t just walk away.”

      “Maybe you want to save everyone, but⁠—”

      My whining about how I had my own pile of shit to deal with was cut short by the wasp man lunging forward, grabbing the non-bug tram driver by the lapels of his white shirt and taking a bite out of his neck.

      Ah, yes. Zombie wasp host. Something like that. How fucking wonderful.

      The driver howled, the small crowd behind me screamed. Blood sprayed from the wound in the poor driver’s jugular, an arc of red spurting before the wasp guy went in once again for bite number two.

      Charlie hissed and sprang into action. His cat claws extended from his fingertips in a swift flick.

      I guess I had no choice but to get involved now.

      The wasp man tossed the screaming driver to the ground, turning his attention to Charlie with bared, bloody teeth.

      Those wings buzzed, and he lifted into the air. Oh, look at what he’d been hiding this whole time—a stinger big enough to skewer an unfortunate human body.

      “Charlie!” I hurried, the stinger a fire lit under my backside.

      Charlie hissed as the wasp loomed over him and took a jab, buzzing angrily. The Felineblood was quick on his feet, getting out of the way, going for an upward slice to try and catch the pulsing, translucent sack of the stinger with his claws.

      He missed.

      I tried to call up the glass swords, but they weren’t interested. Not while I was human. I knew that, though it was always worth a try.

      Too bad. There was no chance of me transforming here with everyone watching. Talk about chaos. I would be angel dust for sure.

      I still had my strength, though, no matter if I was presenting human or dragon man.

      The wasp man zoomed at Charlie quicker than I’d expected.

      “Fudge!” He dove into a roll out of the man’s trajectory, but tripped as he got back on his feet, tumbling down the slope and off to the left, straight into the road.

      The road where a huge lorry was coming around the bend.

      “No!” I cried and ran to him.

      I’m not losing him! Not Charlie! Don’t take Charlie!

      But he sprang back up, diving onto the tram rails.

      Not squished by a lorry.

      My heart was pounding against the walls of my chest, stressed to high heaven. I remembered in that moment, as Charlie hissed at the wasp man, to breathe again.

      “Zayn!”

      Charlie leaped at me as the buzzing made my teeth grind. I caught him in my arms, and we went down together, slamming onto the tracks.

      “Fuck!” I cried at the pain, fury spiking.

      My dragon side wanted to come out and play.

      I battled with it. Not here. It couldn’t happen here.

      Charlie got off me, and I leaped to my feet.

      This was going to be a problematic battle with myself to not transform. My pissed off levels were increasing at a terrifying rate.

      I wanted to burn that bastard.

      “Get away from him!” I bellowed as the wasp man tried again, missing Charlie’s face by inches with that stinger.

      But Charlie sliced upward as he dropped, carving through the pulsing sack. A direct hit this time.

      A gurgled scream and the wasp hit the ground, leaking translucent liquid everywhere, thrashing and buzzing furiously—just like when you upset a regular wasp by trying to whack it.

      This had to end before I messed things up for myself, my anger fit to unleash. I wasn’t having this. I wanted to go home and not have to deal with the city’s fucking bug problem.

      I stomped forward, not hearing what Charlie said, and grabbed the man by the head.

      More buzzy protest, more thrashing, but my strength locked him down.

      “Don’t fuck with me,” I growled and pulled his head from his body with one furious yank.

      Thousands of wasp lava spilled out, vile, squirming, translucent things swimming in more of that liquid, spreading over the rails.

      Fire rising. Need to fly. To burn.

      I tossed the head aside, tilting my head back, closing my eyes.

      No fire. No wings.

      Burn…

      No burn…

      Fly…

      No…

      Slow, deep breaths.

      “Zayn…”

      Charlie. Charlie Ellison.

      I turned to face him.

      “Zayn…. You…”

      “I killed him.”

      “Everyone’s watching,” he whispered.

      “Watching? What⁠—”

      A small crowd had gathered, some folk even snapping pictures with their phones.

      Oh, dear.

      I’d pulled the wasp man’s head off. Gore everywhere.

      I may as well have shown them the dragon man.

      Fuck!

      A young woman walked forward, cautious in her approach. “Your eyes… Your hair. Are… Are you him?”

      “Is it him?” a man, further back, asked. “The dragon man?”

      My glasses and hat had fallen off.

      “He’s not the dragon man. Where’s his wings?”

      “But did you see what he did?”

      “Only a savage beast would do that!”

      “Violet eyes… Blond hair…”

      We really needed to leave. Now.

      Whatever anger I had inside me was quelled for the time being. All these faces pointing my way were bringing on a cold sweat, as were the police sirens closing in.

      “I knew we should’ve left this alone,” I hissed at Charlie.

      “Oh, shut the fudge up!” he hissed back. “We saved the morning.”

      “For who?”
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