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   Something is wrong
 
   Dark
 
   Quiet
 
   Safe
 
   * * *
 
   Dark
 
   Quiet
 
   Safe
 
   Floating
 
   * * *
 
   Dark.
 
   Not quiet.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Shaking.
 
   Why not quiet?
 
   Why shaking?
 
   Now quiet.
 
   No shaking.
 
   Why?
 
   Still floating.
 
   Still dark.
 
   Still safe?
 
   * * *
 
   Dark.
 
   Noise and shaking?
 
   Why? Want to know why.
 
   Not dark!
 
   What is the not dark?
 
   Is not dark making noise?
 
   Is not dark making everything shake?
 
   I want to know.
 
   Noise getting quieter again.
 
   Shaking is less again.
 
   Not dark is staying not dark.
 
   Why?
 
   * * *
 
   Still floating.
 
   Darkness comes and goes.
 
   New word comes to mind for not dark. Light.
 
   I don’t know where new word came from.
 
   Did the light bring the new word?
 
   Did the shaking?
 
   I do not know.
 
   * * *
 
   Still floating.
 
   Thinking often of the light.
 
   More words help me think more clearly.
 
   The light is not always the same.
 
   I can shut out light, but not dark.
 
   I do not know what causes the light.
 
   The noise comes and goes.
 
   I recognize different kinds of noise.
 
   The shaking brings a flat toned noise.
 
   I am not sure why the other kinds come when they do.
 
   I am still not sure where my new words come from, but they seem to appear in my mind all the time.
 
   I wonder why.
 
   * * *
 
   Some of the noise is words.
 
   I recognize two different voices now.
 
   The steady, flat voice that comes with the rhythmic shaking says things like, “subject growth rate”, “vat nutrient levels”, and other words that I recognize but don’t understand.
 
   The other voice says words I recognize but don’t understand as well. The words are not as clear as the other voice, but occasionally, something is said I can comprehend.
 
   “You look healthy, son.”
 
   Somehow, I just knew the voice was talking to me. Called me son. I feel healthy.
 
   I can never tell when Father’s voice will speak up. There is no shaking that proceeds his arrival.
 
   Sometimes he talks with the other voice. Sometimes he speaks when the shaking has gone away. Sometimes the other voice is the only one that speaks while it is near.
 
   I want to know everything about Father, the other voice, and more.
 
   * * *
 
   I’m seeing shapes in the light now. Father can tell that my eyes are developing well. I can follow movement, though I’m still having trouble focusing on shapes.
 
   But I know colors so much better now.
 
   And I have a name for the flat voice that shakes everything when he comes to check that everything is running well.
 
   Golem.
 
   Father was complaining recently about the limitations of Golem’s tactile sensors, which makes no sense at all to me. But I could tell that he was talking about the flat-voiced speaker.
 
   Golem is mostly black and silver in color.
 
   He checks on me regularly for Father, but doesn’t talk to me like Father does.
 
   * * *
 
   Golem doesn’t look like me.
 
   He has fingers carved from a dark gray stone with glowing runes spread over the back of its hand. His arms are made of metal and some smooth black material I don’t have a word for. I can see gears at the joints.
 
   I moved carefully, bringing my fleshy hand and furry arm into view.
 
   My fur is white and does not have any glowing symbols, just a pattern of jagged stripes of a very dark blue.
 
   I’m not sure, but I do not think Golem has a hairless tail like I do either. Golem is definitely not a rat like me.
 
   In fact, as I think of the thing I call Golem, I am not sure ‘he’ is the right word to use. I do not understand why, but I feel I should use the term ‘it’ instead.
 
   * * *
 
   Peering out through the clear surface before my eyes, I carefully tilted my head, hoping to see something new.
 
   Father has not come into the limited range of vision that the window of my tank allows me, so I am not sure of his appearance.
 
   Father also does not like me to move around too much while trying to get a better view of myself or the room outside my vat. He seems concerned that I might damage myself against the side of the vat. Or maybe he is concerned instead that I’ll damage the vat.  I’m not entirely sure which one he was saying was fragile, but I certainly don’t feel fragile.
 
   * * *
 
   Father gave me a name today.
 
   Zack.
 
   He said that Golem should stop referring to me as “subject”, and told it to call me Zack.
 
   Having a name of my own is very exciting.
 
   * * *
 
   Something is wrong with Golem!
 
   It is doing something to my tank.
 
   The tank is fragile and its hands look so large and heavy and clumsy.
 
   He has broken my vat! The liquid that had been suspending me poured out!
 
   With the entire front of the vat open, I could no longer float.
 
   As I fell forward, Golem reached out and caught me, slowly lowering me to my knees where I could finally support my newly discovered weight.
 
   I coughed up the liquid from my lungs. No longer able to replace it, I feared I would drown.
 
   Golem has killed me! I thought, in panic.
 
   Except that, instead of finishing me off, it patted me gently on the back to clear all the liquid from my lungs so that chilled air could replace it.
 
   The air did not taste like the liquid. Its cold, empty feeling was not comforting. Yet the air seemed capable of sustaining me.
 
   I shivered in the chilled air, feeling fragile and exposed for the first time ever.
 
   In addition to the liquid, there was something else missing. Only now that it had gone silent did I realize that there had been information flowing into my brain from an outside source. I had words and understanding of my own senses of sight, touch, smell, taste, and hearing, but the missing thread of ongoing data being planted in my mind had no associated word I that could come up with.
 
   Golem pulled a towel off a nearby table and started drying my fur as I knelt on the floor beside its heavy stone legs – thick columns with glowing purple, red and yellow runes carved into the dark gray stone.
 
   I flinched at first, not understanding why it performed this seemingly kind act after tearing me from my vat.
 
   “Wh–”  I tried to say, needing to take a deeper breath, which feels good. “Why?”
 
   The metal and stone construct beside me responded in its monotone voice. “Zack has grown. Zack must finish training.”
 
   “Training?” I asked, taking the wet towel from the stone hands holding it in order to wipe at the wetness on my face and ears.
 
   “Yes, Zack,” Father’s voice came unexpectedly from behind and above me. “You have a job to do, and little time to properly prepare for it.”
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   I would have asked its assistance when getting dressed
 
    
 
   “That is not the outfit given to you for tonight’s outing,” Father’s voice scolded, coming from the speakers in the constructed lab assistant, Golem.
 
   I had hoped Father would be concentrating on the work that kept him from being here himself as I went out for the first time, but just like always, not being around didn’t mean he wasn’t paying attention. That said, I must admit, it surprised me to see the metal, wood, and stone humanoid waiting in the front lobby. Golem seemed too bulky to fit through the doors on this floor.
 
   “According to all of the current fashion magazines you made sure were in my library,” I said to Golem, pretending the construct was my Father, “this is good. What you laid out would have been… extremely counterproductive for what you intend me to accomplish.”
 
   “Dragons respect a fur more when they are in a suit and tie,” Father’s cold response came. “You look like an unemployed dock worker.”
 
   Golem’s crystalline eyes glowed a soft green just before a life sized hologram of myself appeared before the stone and metal servant. I hid my surprise that the construct had that ability. If I had known, I would have asked it’s assistance when getting dressed. The cracked mirror in the bathroom had been a poor means to double check that my attire gave the intended image.
 
   “The suit and tie would be great if I were trying to get a job with a dragon, but that’s not my purpose,” I said looking the image of myself up and down.
 
   I was still wearing a good portion of the old suit that Father had set out for me. It wasn’t like I had a large wardrobe to select from. All I had to use while trying to get a look that meshed with what the downloaded fashion magazines reported as current, were the dress suit and the outfit I had worn the past three days during testing.
 
   The slacks looked fine, despite having been of a cut to wear clunky dress shoes with instead of going barefoot as I was. I might have chosen a medium gray color rather than the dark, almost black, shade of midnight blue the pants and jacket of the suit had been, but being able to see it as another would, I was no longer as concerned about how stark it appeared against the white of my fur and the wife beater I wore under the unbuttoned and untucked light blue dress shirt.
 
   “You must look like someone important, Zack.” Father’s voice dropped the temperature of the room a degree or two, like it always did while talking about the target of my hunt tonight. “You must appeal to their love of wealth and power. They do not associate with common labor.”
 
   “Does any part of the library you downloaded into my brain consist of useless or incorrect information?” I asked, growing tired of the criticism from someone who wasn’t actually standing in front of me himself to do it.
 
   “Of course not, but–”
 
   I crossed my thick arms in front of my chest, pleased with how strong, masculine, and confident the pose appeared in the hologram. “Then let me use that information to benefit the mission. As I said, the suit was a fine choice if I were looking to be hired as an accountant for a dragon. But that is not the mission.”
 
   My pink hairless tail swayed behind me as I spread my arms wide to show the full effect of my more casual attire. “The intent is to get close enough to a dragon who is out looking for companionship. They are looking to have a good time, not a business dinner with an employee. So casual is good. The whole business suit to go out for drinks at the bar is not how folks do things these days.”
 
   I didn’t continue with wondering if such an attire was ever in fashion for that purpose. My knowledge held neither how old Father was, nor data on fashions more than a year old, so could not make any good assumptions on why the suit had been selected.
 
   “If you trust the information you gave me, if you trust my ability to use the information you have given me, then you need to trust that this outfit is better than the full suit. Otherwise, you shouldn’t send me out at all, because it means you don’t think I can do this mission.”
 
   As the silence began to fill the air after my last statement, I began to worry that I had pushed too hard. If Father decided he did not trust me to do tonight’s mission, I had no idea what that would mean for me. Since I had been created specifically to do this mission, I had no idea what my fate would be if Father decided I couldn’t succeed at it.
 
   Golem’s mechanical voice is what finally broke the building silence. “Taurus Cabs has just been called. Their representative states that your ride will arrive out front within twenty minutes, Zack.”
 
   Father must have commanded the lab assistant to call for a cab. He believed in my ability. With a light sigh, I let out the breath I had been unknowingly holding as the silence had built.
 
   “Thank you, Golem. I will do you proud tonight, Father,” I said, unsure if he was still listening. Since its first words to me, Golem usually only spoke to me when Father had lost interest or become distracted so was no longer focused on me, but I had already been surprised once by his level of attention on this momentous afternoon. “I’ll get what you need tonight and be back quickly.”
 
   I brought a paw up to where my credit crystal hung under the wife beater. I was not used to wearing the necklace with the thumb sized gem, but it was easy to forget it was there fairly quickly. A quick pat of the back pocket reassured me that I still had the wallet with my identification and a little physical currency in case it was needed. The watch was on my left wrist. There really wasn’t anything else I had to take with me.
 
   I wondered if my quick check for items I knew I had on me because I had put them on not ten minutes ago was some sort of delaying tactic. I was about to leave the laboratory for the first time. Was I nervous to face the rest of the world?
 
   There was no reason to be. I felt confident that Father had prepared me completely. He had supplied a library of information I could call upon as needed. I had passed every test Father Golem had thrown at me over the last three days with ease. I was at peak physical condition.
 
   There was no reason to begin doubting myself in the lobby on the way out.
 
   With a short nod to myself, I went to the lobby door and entered the code to open the locks. The electronic pad beeped with every number I hit and there was a series of solid clunks after the enter key was pressed, signaling the door could be opened.
 
   As I walked through the door and into the secured entry room, I saw all of the cameras and turrets in the ceiling and walls follow my every move. Pulling the door shut, I waited for the heavy locks to slam back into place and the electronic pad by this side of the door to give the green “secured” message before crossing the fifteen feet to the door.
 
   It was eerie how silent all of the barrels and lenses were accurately tracking me. I was safe, to my understanding. I’d entered the correct code, my finger prints being scanned as I touched each key. Scans were being made to guarantee that my genetic make-up matched my identity. Yet they were still ready, should I suddenly prove to not be myself somehow, to turn me into so much burnt red mist.
 
   The level of security Father had put in place had been explained to me on my first day out of the vat. But seeing how much stronger it was here at the last step to the outside world brought home just how much he didn’t trust everyone else. I was created to go out into this world and get something for him because he neither wanted to let someone from the outside in, nor did he want to leave here himself.
 
   As I entered the code to unlock and open the exit door, I wondered if I should be proud that he thought I was up to doing this for him, when he felt the risk so great, or worried about what made Father this way. As the locks began to disengage with slow, rhythmic thunks, I realized it was not my job to worry about why. I had a job to do that I needed to concentrate on. Everything else was just a distraction.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I pushed the heavy metal door open before me and stepped outside for the first time.
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   Larger than expected
 
    
 
   The afternoon sunlight was surprisingly bright compared to the lobby’s dim illumination, making me squint and raise a paw to shield my eyes until they could adjust. 
 
   As I stepped outside, I felt something glide over my fur and tickle my whiskers. It was just air – a light breeze – but the unexpected, new sensation startled me into taking a deep breath. My nose twitched as I inhaled warm air crowded with multiple scents jumbled together.
 
   I hadn’t realized how still and sanitized the air in the lab had been. The sheer number of scents that assailed my nose out here caught me off guard. Every breath brought a living mosaic of new and unidentified scents to my awareness.
 
   Three days ago, when I emerged from the pod I had been grown and programmed within, it seemed like the whole world was opening up to me. Stepping outside the building holding the labs I had spent my first seventy five hours of consciousness testing within, I realized how small and limited that lab had actually been.
 
   The raw data that had been placed in my mind as I grew in the vat had been unable to prepare me for the first few seconds of being outside. There was so much more of everything than the volumes of dry descriptions had suggested to my young mind.
 
   First and foremost, nothing downloaded could come close to actually experiencing the difference of the air.
 
   The still laboratory air had been fairly uniform in temperature as well as scent – or lack thereof. Except for the occasional tang of ozone or the bitter, vaguely burnt odor left by Golem as it trained me, the air had been sterile. The only other scents I had been exposed to had been food and the cleaners used to sanitize the work rooms. At the first, I hadn’t been able to identify the two scents in the scrubbing solutions were, though asking Golem had led to it calling them light pine and citrus.
 
   But now, just outside the lobby, I was frozen in place, amazed that the rich air moved on its own, my brain trying to separate and quantify a haze of different scents that changed with each breath.
 
   I heard the door close and the locks begin their series of clunks, slamming back into place.
 
   I wanted to either go back inside to ask golem for more names of scents or to start tracking down where each unique odor came from to build up my knowledge. I was filled with more wonder, curiosity, and questions than I had been when fresh out of my growth pod, dripping wet.
 
   Yet there were also so many more noises in so much more space than I had expected. 
 
   The two dimensional images of the neighborhood and city I had seen had failed completely to express the scale of the scene before me.
 
   The blocks directly in front the lab complex all held single or double story buildings as well as old oak and maple trees. Taller brick and sandstone buildings started showing up behind the closer structures, quickly growing thick. Further in the distance, stark against the nearby mountains and billowing white clouds, I could see the glass and steel skyline of the lofty skyscrapers of uptown Aeonston.
 
   And the sky – my mind boggled at how huge and open the blue-gray, late afternoon sky seemed in person.
 
   Everything looked larger than I had expected, the world so vast.
 
   I had thought that being three days old made me more than mature enough to handle anything the world could throw at me. I had passed every physical test Father had thrown at me. My training within the tank had given me more knowledge than I felt I could ever need or use. My ability to do what Father required me to accomplish seemed unquestionable just minutes ago.
 
   I had held no doubt that I could find a blue scaled dragon and steal its breath for Father to study. My abilities could handle the physical effort and I knew exactly where such a being would visit. But now that I saw how small I was in comparison to the world…
 
   Taking another deep, richly scented breath in, I began calming my mind. This was like the tests. If I focused on the problems at hand and solved them, I would be okay. Failure was not an option, and panicking about what was right outside the lab would be failure.
 
   The scents would be sifted through as needed and when possible, but could wait for now. I had transportation coming to take me to a location that my information said would hold the prey I sought. I could call up maps with street names of the entire city, so would not get lost.
 
   I would handle my mission one step at a time. The first one would be waiting here for a vehicle and driver from Taurus Cabs to arrive. Nothing hard about waiting quietly.
 
   Then I heard a strange voice, from off to my right, “Good day, sir. Looks like the storms will stay south of us again today.”
 
   I jumped mildly in surprise. I had been staring up and out at the clouds and distant skyscrapers so had completely missed that there was a lynx walking down the sidewalk to where I stood. His voice was deeper than Father while being much smoother than Golem. The feline’s tone seemed almost melodic with a slight roll to his rs, making his accent very distinct from the Eastern Kingdom one I was used to from the lab.
 
   As he approached along the sidewalk, his personal scent somehow managed to pull up out of the mixture of new smells in the air, allowing me to identify it.
 
   The thing that individuals without acute senses of smell seldom realize is that the odor any one person gives off has layers of information. Some of the levels are identifiable on the level of instinct – the lynx was male, a predator, healthy, and curious.
 
   Other facts, filled in only because I had watched Golem in the kitchen once, included that he had eaten something that included tomatoes, garlic, oregano, cheese and several meats within the last few hours.
 
   As I filtered through the new information, my etiquette training started up as well. I remembered that I should return a polite greeting with one of my own, and hoped I had not remained silent too long while separating out his scent among all the others on the gentle breeze.
 
   “Yes. Hello. Sir. Very nice weather.” I was suspicious that I may not have sounded natural, so was relieved when the corner of the lynx’s mouth quirked slightly in a smile.
 
   “Indeed,” he agreed.
 
   I smiled, happy I had successfully passed my first interaction with someone outside the lab. There was no need to worry, I realized.
 
   Which meant I was completely unprepared for him having a follow up comment.
 
   “I haven’t seen you around before. My name is Grant Trust, I live a couple of streets over and like taking afternoon walks around the neighborhood when the weather isn’t soaking the city with a downpour on top of heavy rain.” The lynx smiled fully and held out his hand.
 
   Fortunately, I shook his hand without realizing that was what he had held it out for. Father programmed a lot of little things like that in me while I was still growing in the tank in the lab. While it can be disconcerting to have responses hardwired in so I’d do them unconsciously, it helps me cope with not actually having spent twenty years around other folks, learning how to act.
 
   Suddenly realizing a response was expected, I managed to say, “It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Trust. I’m Zack.”
 
   The lynx chuckled at my words, “Please, Zack, call me Grant. Calling me Mr. Trust makes me sound like a stodgy old banker or accountant or something.”
 
   “Oh,” I replied, feeling like I had just missed a joke. The longer this conversation went on, the less sure of my ability to manage my mission I became. I hadn’t even gotten to the location I needed to reach to begin and I was struggling to speak with a stranger.
 
   “You sure are a big lad. Where are you from?” the curious lynx asked me, which actually helped me regain my mental footing.
 
   Not only was the question and the comment before it something that had been programmed into my automatic responses, but they were one of the things Father made sure I practiced since leaving the tank.
 
   He knew that my unusual appearance, well outside of the standard range for a rat, would gain attention. This uniqueness would help me achieve my mission, by making me more interesting and therefore appealing to get to know. But it had to be handled correctly, as my true origin – that of being created by Father in a lab and grown artificially in a tank – could never be shared with anyone. I had to have a safer, more believable story of my past, and it had to be one that came out naturally.
 
   “I grew up in the Western Plains, in a small settlement called Fall Harvest,” I lied easily. “Paw’s Dad was half Zebra, and Mom’s side of the family has a little dragon blood somewhere past her grandparents time. Everyone always said I musta gotten just the right mix to grow up big and strong.” 
 
   Father told me that I did have just the right mix to be as I am. He knows, because he is the one who mixed all the genetic material together from various species to create me.
 
   I am mostly a rat. Supposedly, Father used his own genetic material as a base because that was what he was most familiar with. But he did add in more than a little Zebra and what scraps of dragon he had managed to obtain and decode as useful for my purpose. So while my story lied about growing up and having beings I would refer to as “Paw” and “Mom”, it held a bit of truth a well. Which is what I was programmed to think made the falsehoods more believable.
 
   I was not entirely sure why my form was odd. From the facts inside my head, I knew that there were often mixed species marriages that sometimes produced hybrid offspring. Usually, and Father had not programmed the reasons for this fact in my brain, such a couple would be unable to have any children together. Of the small percent that could, for some reason, most of the children would completely favor one parent’s species. But a small percent of that first tiny number of viable children, there would be a mixing of traits from both parent’s species. Usually, it would be something small – a wolf with feline eyes, a panda with black, white and orange fur because of some tiger blood in her ancestry. Things like that.
 
   But in yet another small percent of that increasingly small sample, it was possible, so Father had me believe, for something like me to exist.
 
   Still, being a rat standing almost nine and a half feet tall with mostly white fur meant I would draw attention. Along my arms and legs as well as on my back reaching around my sides to surround my chest and belly, my fur had a pattern of stripes that looked like lightning bolts, of a blue so deep and dark that it appeared almost black. Rather than dark eyes like Father, or the red-pink many white furred rats had, my eyes were a bright sky blue.
 
   So, since my appearance would certainly draw attention for how far it was outside of the normal parameters for a rat, I had been trained to chat about a believable story of how I might have come about naturally.
 
   Because, according to Father, the world wasn’t ready for beings made in a laboratory yet.
 
   He could never explain why the way I was created would disturb others. It seems perfectly natural to me, as it is all I know. But I trust Father knows best. So if he says I can’t talk about my real origin, it is good he supplied me with automatic answers and the training to talk about things that have never happened to me.
 
   “Wow, I had always heard that the Western Plains grew large farmhands, but I would never have guessed it did so well without seeing you. So what brings you to Aeonston? You visiting family or looking to make it big in the big city?” Grant asked, pulling me back out of my thoughts into the present.
 
   “Dr. Newdent is my uncle. I am visiting him to learn more about science. Being able to experience new things in the city is very nice also.” My automatic responses were having trouble dealing with the multiple questions at the same time. I hoped everyone was not like this lynx, asking a second question before the first could be answered. It was very disorienting. Fortunately, my having to squeeze two answers together had not yet slipped something inconsistent into the conversation.
 
   A prolonged honk from the yellow vehicle near the curb startled both myself and Grant. Well, I know it startled me, and since the lynx also jumped a little, I make the assumption he was also surprised.
 
   “Hey!” the gruff voice of the minotaur driver shouted from the open window of the Taurus vehicle. “One of you two the guy who called for a cab?”
 
   “No,” I replied, instantly wondering if that was the correct answer, so feeling I should explain and correct any misunderstanding. “I did not place the call, but actually, one was called for me.”
 
   “Meter’s running, then,” the taxi driver snorted.
 
   “I am so sorry to have delayed you Zack,” the lynx beside me said. “I just went on and on without asking if you had the time.”
 
   “Oh. No problem, Grant. It was nice meeting you.” I replied, happy the unexpected conversation was coming to a close. I looked at the watch on my wrist then so I could tell the feline, “It is seventeen minutes after six in the afternoon.”
 
   A purr and chuckle came from the grinning lynx as he patted the side of my arm, “Very amusing, Zack. I’m glad we met. Perhaps I’ll see you another time when you aren’t heading out. Big night on the town?”
 
   My brows actually furrowed as I tried to figure out what Grant meant, “I do not think it is a different size night.”
 
   Still chuckling, the feline shook his head and started walking away on the sidewalk. “Have a good night, Zack,” he called out over his shoulder. “And be careful, there can be a lot of folks in the city who will try to eat up a country rat like you, even if you are big enough they should know better than to try.”
 
   I had not thought that being eaten would be a problem. Even the carnivores whose ancestors ate my species, like the lynx I had just spoken with, had supposedly evolved past that drive. But as I got into the taxi, I figured it would be wise to be careful – especially when I was headed out to hunt dragons.
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   No one likes a tourist
 
    
 
   I did not like the inside of the taxi. It smelled of many new things. Well, while most of them were new to me, they also seemed very old to the vehicle. The only thing that even pretended to make the vehicle smell clean here was a very minor, almost non-existent whiff of what might have at one time been pine that seemed to come from the cardboard arrow shaped decoration hanging on the rear view mirror.
 
   There were also several different burnt plant smells, the strongest of which came from the cigar that the driver was smoking. As I climbed in the back seat and shut the door, the rather sweaty minotaur turned to look over his shoulder at me. He blew smoke out his nostrils which didn’t come directly at me, though it did add to the cover of smoke along the top few inches of the inside of the cab.
 
   “Where to, big guy?” the driver asked.
 
   I didn’t think he was wanting to hear an explanation of why I was so much larger than most rats, despite calling me a big guy. If I had to make a guess from his tone, I would say he barely even cared about the ‘where to’ part of his question.
 
   “The Pink Unicorn Bar and Grill, please.” I responded. Politeness was always – well, polite.
 
   “Sure thing, buddy,” the minotaur responded, turning to face front as he sped out from the curb onto the street.
 
   I looked back at where I had just come from. The outside of Father’s laboratory loomed over the shorter buildings across the street from it. Three stories tall, except for the clock tower which was five, the old building was built like a fort. The structure sprawled over four city blocks and was built using
 
    large stones, black except for the dirty off-white colored ones set at the bases of windows and on the sharp corners. 
 
   The laboratory quickly fell out of sight as the taxi turned to head deeper into the city to reach my destination. I looked at the various buildings we passed as they grew larger, but quickly realized that the brick, stone, steel and glass structures failed to interest me. 
 
   While on the one paw, it was amazing seeing the outsides of so many different structures and compare them, they were not nearly as interesting as all of the folks I began to see. The further we went from the lab, the more of them I saw. All of the furs, scales, and avians were much more interesting than the buildings.
 
   Sure, I could identify the species of almost every individual I saw. That information was hardwired into my brain while I was growing in my vat. But that was lifeless and raw data. The individuals I saw on the streets we passed by were living, unique examples of the diversity of even a single species.
 
   My mind had not comprehended what all that information could do or mean.
 
   I saw a family of giraffes cross a side street, the mother holding the hands of both her children. The very young daughter, who was hopping and pointing at something ahead of them, while the older boy appeared embarrassed to be in public with his family.
 
   There were wolves in business suits chatting on cell phones and wolves wearing leather and zipping around on magic hover-boards. I saw a horned lizard with his scales painted in multiple shades of black, purple and red. A blue-jay and a dalmatian went from arguing in front of a café as my taxi approached, to kissing passionately as we pulled past. I saw an Arabian horse street cop talking with a bulldog grocery store clerk. So many different individuals doing so many different things.
 
   It was almost frightening all the lives being lived next to and with, around and beside so many other lives. Even when not directly interacting, I imagined there had to be some complex web of connections and common experiences. And I understood none of it. Counting Golem, I had only ever spoken with four other individuals. I had experienced trouble with having two questions asked – one right after the other – with Grant. How was I going to survive and navigate in this world without more experience?
 
   “Hey, buddy,” the minotaur driver snorted. I looked up towards the front and made eye contact with him in the rear view mirror. “You aren’t going to the Unicorn to stare at dragons, are you?”
 
   “What?” I asked, unsure what he meant. 
 
   Before I could formulate a better response, though, he continued, “I see how wide eyed and fascinated you seem to be by the stuff on the streets, so I imagine you’re new to the city. Possibly visiting a relative, or maybe just visiting the city from somewhere else.”
 
   Our taxi made a quick swerve to miss another taxi that slammed on its brakes before pulling in closer to the curb.
 
   “Damn idiot,” my driver muttered, scowling at the road before picking up with what he had been saying to me again. “Anyway, I know the Pink Unicorn is a place known for the high number of dragons who are clientèle there. Hell, that’s why it’s called what it is. Drunk dragons don’t see invisible pink elephants like the rest of us, but unicorns because they’re so much better than us smaller, less magical races.”
 
   As we pulled to a stop to wait for a light to change, the driver looked back at me in the mirror again. “Now, it’s really none of my business, so feel free to tell me to shut the fuck up if you like, but I really prefer to have folks who use my cab live to tell their friends to call my company so I have a steady job, see?”
 
   Reluctantly, I nodded. I thought I could understand him liking having a job. I’m not sure I had to have responded at all, though, as he continued talking before I’d completed the gesture.
 
   “So I just want to make sure you don’t go into the bar hoping to gawk at some dragons and taking pictures of them relaxing and having a meal and drink, or several drinks. No one likes a tourist watching them that close.”
 
   The light changed and we started moving forward again. While the minotaur was watching the street more than me now, he kept on talking. “So I’m just saying. If you’re going there to do that, I’ll still take you there, but you might want to be careful and not stare so intently at them while they’re having dinner and drinks. Sure. You can go in and see them and even eat in the same room with them, but if you value your health, you might want to do less of the staring and act a little less like they’re some show put on for your benefit.”
 
   “There would be violence there?” I asked, suddenly feeling concerned. “I had thought that there was a very strict policy of no fighting in the building.” At least, that’s what the information downloaded in my brain said about the establishment.
 
   Already, the fact that simply knowing what races existed could not help me foresee what all people might be like had me worried. I was beginning to feel under prepared for what I was supposed to do tonight. If, in addition to having incomplete information, I also had facts that were, in actuality, wrong, my ability to successfully complete my assignment dropped dramatically.
 
   “Oh, sure, kid,” the driver said speeding up to change lanes in front of a bus. “But you’re going to have to leave sometime, and the management supposedly turns a blind eye to things that happen out back. Plenty of stories of folks ending up roasted when they pissed off the wrong red fire breather.”
 
   I considered this information, both pleased that my fact had not been wrong, but curious as to why the information the cab driver just shared had not been downloaded into my knowledge database.
 
   “If this is so well known, why do the police allow it to happen?” I asked.
 
   Snorting out a chuckle, the minotaur looked back at me quickly in the rear view mirror. “Dragons don’t always have to obey the same rules as you and me. You think the city pays the cops enough to get their own selves roasted?”
 
   Sorting through the information I had in my brain revealed no clue as to the pay scale of a police officer, but plenty of expectations that the people who wore a badge were indeed that brave. They faced potential death every time they upheld the law.
 
   Certainly, writing tickets for speeding or littering seldom held risk, but they also stopped robbers, muggers, and all kinds of violent criminals. That it was a fire breathing dragon did not seem any more dangerous than facing a necromancer or any fur with a handgun.
 
   “In any case,” the driver said as he zipped through a light that turned red just before we got there, “be careful. If for no other reason than so you can call my company when it’s time for you to go, even if it isn’t your home you’re returning to tonight.”
 
   My brows furrowed at his words about not going to my own home.
 
   My orders were to return to the laboratory upon completing the mission. I was not sure if the building could be described as my home or not, but it was the only place I had a place to stay.
 
   Was the taxi driver suggesting he knew I was on a mission? I was not sure how he could, but then, if I were completely honest with myself, I really didn’t have a complete set of information about him.
 
   Looking over the front of the vehicle for anything useful, I felt an odd pause in my mind as I saw the five sided symbol on the vehicle’s radio. My downloaded programming kicked in, telling me that was the symbol for Pentelem Corporation – makers of multiple types of equipment as well as tanks and other military vehicles since the Dragon-Dire Wolf War. The information seemed irrelevant, and I wondered why the programming kicked in with that spurt of data, but since it all happened in less than a second, I figured mentioning it in my post mission debriefing as a side note would be sufficient. I needed information on the driver, not the vehicle.
 
   I noticed the plaque on the dash which showed a picture of the minotaur looking cleaner but less happy and giving his name as David Founders. Neither my driver’s name nor the Taurus Cab company was mentioned specifically in my data base. There were mentions of cab drivers in general getting a lot of gossip from talkative fares or passengers being overheard while on the phone or holding a conversation when there were more than one in back, but neither of those seemed to fit with him knowing my mission.
 
   I just couldn’t imagine Father, who hadn’t even bothered to come out of his deepest labs to check up on me before I left on the mission he created me for, riding in a taxi – little lone gossiping about his work with the driver.
 
   Father had often stressed that his work below ground and the fact that he had created me in a tank rather than me being born like everyone else needed to remain secret. Certainly, I was not supposed to talk to anyone about such things.
 
   Could I make the assumption that no one else knew? Well, obviously I had, but that might be an incorrect assumption. Still, even if David Founders knew, I had not been told he knew, so should treat all discussions with him as if he did not. 
 
   Unless and until Father tells me someone else is in the loop of knowledge, so to speak, I will have to stick with my baseline program of the false story and not mention my plan is to return to Father’s secret laboratory.
 
   I smiled, happy I had figured out the way to treat the minotaur and his comments.
 
   “I don’t see why I would be headed anywhere but home, David,” I replied, very proud of myself for using his name. It should help him feel like he can trust me.
 
   The driver gave a snort as he slowed for another light. “Oh, come on, buddy. A big strapping lad like you might manage to get the attention of some pretty gal in the bar. Even if you’re just going to the Unicorn so you can tell folks you ate or shared drinks with dragons in the room, you’ve got a unique enough look you should turn heads.”
 
   Again, I was not entirely sure what he was trying to say. It sounded like folks would be noticing me, which, at least for the dragon I would try and take the breath from, was a benefit. My looks were supposedly designed to help with that. But I was unsure that he meant my looks might gain me more attention than I expected and needed, or something else.
 
   I needed clarification. “How do you mean?”
 
   “Well,” David turned to look over the seat at me, “and don’t take this the wrong way, but you are a big, strong, and handsome rat. I don’t know how you fair with other rats. Maybe you do well with the ladies, maybe they mostly get intimidated by your size and so you don’t have such good luck getting a night in their bed. Maybe you aren’t even interested in that kind of action. Like I said, I don’t know.”
 
   Looking back to the front as the light changed green, David continued while I was reviewing his words and trying to figure out what he meant so far.
 
   “The thing is, at the bar, you’re going to have dragons and other larger furs and scalies who often hang around dragons ‘cause they just like being with similar sized folks. You know, individuals they don’t have to worry about stepping on. Now, while you’re still not dragon sized, or at least most of the older dragons, you get a lot closer than most, if not every other rat they’ve seen.”
 
   The last statement was certainly something I was aware of. Again, it was part of Father’s design. I was made to be able to be much closer in size to a dragon so I would be able to handle them easier.
 
   “You also have,” the minotaur continued, “folks who love those of larger size than themselves, as I’m sure you’ve met before. Supposedly, the Pink Unicorn doesn’t have too many of these, as the place doesn’t really cater to the folks looking to score with someone outside their size category, if you know what I mean.”
 
   Sadly, I did not have any idea what he meant, but I did not mention this, as he didn’t even pause for a breath to allow me to respond. “But that doesn’t mean that there won’t be someone, either looking to score a rat bigger than them, or else who had always had a fascination with rats but had never found one that they thought wouldn’t be crushed even if they did agree to a night of casual interactions.”
 
   I struggled to figure out what “casual interactions” might be. He made them sound much more than a simple talk. I ran through all of the possible plans to get close enough to a dragon to steal their breath and immediately began to realize that there were any number of other things that could go on.
 
   I doubted David meant simply having a meal or drink with them. It sounded more involved. Going to see a movie or theater performance? Sporting event?
 
   The minotaur continued, not having noticed me trying to sort through his previous words. “So I have to think that you’ll get at least one proposition to go home with someone else before you leave. Unless, of course, you ignore my first bit of advice and act all like a gawking tourist who hopes only to get some pictures taken of dragon’s eating during a night out on the town.”
 
   I was only half listening to his words, though I modified the “casual interactions” to include a “proposition,” which didn’t help clear things up in the least. Certainly, if I were doing many of the activities that might get me close enough to take the breath from a dragon, it could involve asking them to do something. But most of them were things that didn’t require going to someone else’s home. Sure, the list was hardly even started, but nothing was making sense with what David was saying. Playing some sort of sport might. Though of course, talking of possibilities, just about anything could somehow happen at someone else’s residence.
 
   But how did going to someone else’s place merit the tones of voice and suggestive look and everything else that seemed so off kilter from the taxi driver’s comments?
 
   Just as I was beginning to think that there was nothing actually being suggested other than perhaps taking something that could be done at the bar to someone’s home for privacy, it struck me. The privacy thing brought up a whole new list of activities.
 
   Sexual activities.
 
   My ears heated up. I’d like to think that it was from surprise, but in all honesty, I’m not sure why I blushed.
 
   Sex was natural and was something I knew I could use to get close enough to a dragon to steal their breath.
 
   It all seemed a little advanced, though. Feelings and emotions and hormones could – likely would – get all wrapped up in it. Theoretically, a couple could form and proceed to do the act having just met, but such activities also held greater risk. 
 
   While I knew Father would like me to come back with a success tonight, I also knew he would understand the first try not accomplishing everything we hoped it would. I believed he also valued me enough that he’d hate to lose me on the first night with no return. He had invested a lot of time and money in my creation.
 
   David snorted a chuckle in the front seat. “From the way your ears turned redder than a ripe tomato, I see you do realize what I’m talking about, but maybe had not expected it to be so evident?”
 
   “Um, I wasn’t… I mean…” I stammered, trying to figure out a good response to make.
 
   “Hey, don’t worry, buddy,” the driver said, looking back in the rear view mirror. “You’re young. You forget that all us older guys were once young ourselves. We all remember being very adventurous in looking for love. I drive a lot of folks out to bars and movies and such. I see a lot of folks go out to a bar alone in a taxi, who then get picked up from the same place later with a new friend. It’s good. It’s normal. And I imagine you’re going to have a great and successful night of it. Just don’t drink too much alcohol so you keep your head straight and can perform well in bed with whomever you end up picking up.”
 
   With that, he braked to turn into the lot in front of my destination. I quickly forgot trying to come up with a response, instead taking in the large structure that was The Pink Unicorn Bar and Grill.
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   The unicorn will turn pink and buzz
 
    
 
   After having the bank crystal I carried around my neck pay my fare with a ten percent tip, and thanking David for his advice, the minotaur handed me a card with his name and cab number as well as a phone number to call to request either him or someone else from Tarus cabs. 
 
   “I hope you find what you’re looking for tonight, buddy. Just be polite, which you seem to do well, and don’t stare and you’ll do fine,” he said after I thanked him for the card and pocketed it after memorizing all the information on it.
 
   Then the cab was gone before I could offer another thank you.
 
   Shaking my head, I was finally able to focus on getting a solid, clear look at the wood and stone building with the pink neon lights declaring itself to be The Pink Unicorn Bar and Grill.
 
   I quickly reviewed what I knew of Dragons. With a similar number of variant breeds to dogs, the species also ranged in size more than most others. But where as the shortest would usually still stand eight feet tall – larger than many of the fur and most of the scaly and avian folks – the largest usually topped out at eighteen. Most, though, averaged around twelve. Certainly, the taller ones were supposedly rarer in the city. They supposedly found the structures built for the average sized fur claustrophobic at best and found crowds to be uncomfortable.
 
   But the Pink Unicorn certainly seemed to have been built with the larger size of its clientèle in mind.
 
   At first I had assumed that it was at least six stories tall, but upon examining the twenty foot tall doors, I realized that there would be, at most, only three stories. 
 
   The doors were built with black oak. In the center of each was a twelve foot tall, pink trimmed glass window, shaped like a rearing unicorn, the two clear shapes facing each other. I could see several furs waiting in a foyer as I approached. The ceilings in that first room were high enough that I adjusted my estimate of the number of stories the building held to two with twenty five foot tall ceilings.
 
   A gentle melody played by flutes and other wind instruments, accompanied by a very soft, deep drum beat filled the waiting room as I stepped inside. 
 
   A young green and black scaled dragoness in a stunning, formal black dress stood behind a podium just inside the door and smiled as the door closed behind me. “Good evening, sir. Welcome to the Pink Unicorn Bar and Grill. Are you here for a meal, or just drinks?”
 
   Finally, a question I was prepared to answer rather than one that caught me off guard.
 
   “I would like a table for one, please,” I responded.
 
   The green scaled hostess looked at the screen built into her podium, pressing a couple of places on the glass. “There is an expected wait of fifteen minutes, sir.” She handed me a small glass unicorn. “You can either wait here in the lobby, or you are welcome to go to the bar, which is through that arch.” She pointed a talon to the left side of the room. “The unicorn will turn pink and buzz when we have a table ready for you.”
 
   “Thank you,” I replied, taking the statue from her hand. 
 
   She smiled and ran her scaled fingers over the back of my paw as she let go of the statue. I smiled back. Her breath was not what I sought, but it never hurts being polite and friendly.
 
   Before making a decision on where to wait, I took a quick look at the furs waiting in the front room. 
 
   There was a family of four large polar bears sitting on two benches in the corner. Other than the second oldest looking male, who appeared to be around twenty if my quick observation and inexperienced data had to make a guess, the family of four appeared to be discussing something with the youngest male.
 
   The twenty-something male caught me looking at him and his family and gave me a quirked half smile and nod before going back to drawing on a pad he had in his lap. It looked like a sketch of the hostess, though he quickly flipped to a new page and seemed to start on something new.
 
   An older pair of elephants sat on the other side of the room. The unicorn in the hands of the bull elephant let out a soft buzz as it glowed pink and he got up, helping the female he was with to stand with an offered hand.
 
   I decided I should get into the bar and start looking around – though not staring or gawking – for any potential targets for my mission tonight.
 
   Going through the archway on the left took me into a cavernous room that seemed to stretch up fifty or sixty feet. A bar stretched around the gentle bend of the wall to the right of the door I had just come through. Tables for one or two, just large enough for a drink and a small bowl of pretzels were scattered between the line of bar stools and the windows that hadn’t been visible from where I’d been dropped off in the parking lot. 
 
   A balcony resided twenty five feet above the bar. Soft chatter and the sound of plates and utensils as well as the wonderful aromas of several kinds of food and different spices wafted down from there.
 
   Having given the room a basic glance, I decided to slide into the nearest spot at the bar, walking past two red scaled brutes of dragons and a very slim black scaled female one. None of them were acceptable targets.
 
   There was a dark blue scaled dragon who wore a t-shirt that read “PUB&G STAFF” who was sitting facing out from the bar, leaning back on his elbows. He seemed to be watching the entire room.
 
   He would be perfect.
 
   But other than returning the nod he gave me after I paused to read his shirt, I continued past without making a big deal of noticing him, slightly disappointed that there wasn’t an open seat beside him. 
 
   Yet, I also knew that this mission was not going to be an easy one. The first target seen might not be the best one. The fact that he was an employee here – or so I assumed from the shirt – meant that it would be hard to get him somewhere private, where I could force his breath from him.
 
   So I walked past the pair of Kodiak bears sitting on the other side of the blue employee. The two bears seemed to be working really hard on drinking each other under the bar.
 
   Next were two female ivory scaled dragons who appeared very interested in each other’s eyes. In the chair beside them, watching the two dragonesses with an almost predatory intensity, was another large red brute like the two by the archway. 
 
   Finally, beside him was the first empty bar stool I’d seen with yet another empty seat next to it before a giraffe male slouched against the bar nursing a glass of something clear.
 
   I sat beside the burly red, who smelled like he had drank enough alcohol to fuel his fire breath without having to resort to his species’ natural magic.
 
   A gryphon with black feathers except for a patch of rich, red feathers, surrounded by a row of bright yellow ones at the top of his wings, dressed in a black and white suit stepped up across the bar from me and gave a friendly nod. I thought he was the bartender until he asked, “What’s your poison?”
 
   I could feel my brows furrow at this question. I had expected him to ask me what I had wished to have to drink. This bar had no reputation that I was aware of in dealing with poisons. I wouldn’t want one anyway. Or did he expect that I had some form of natural poison. Just how useless was all of the information that Father placed in my brain?
 
   The bartender chuckled, “Easy, there, friend. I didn’t mean to make you fry your brain before you even place an order. If you need some time or would like some suggestions, that’s fine. No need to hurt yourself figuring out what you want to drink.”
 
   “Oh,” I said, feeling my ears heat up as I blushed a little. Now that he said he was asking what drink I desired, the information about colloquialisms rushed right into my head. “Sorry, something light to wet my whistle while I’m waiting on a table.”
 
   “Sure thing. Got a seasonal ale and then the light brew that’s always on tap.”
 
   “Ale sounds good.” I wasn’t sure if it would be, though Father had assured me that my metabolism and genetics would make it extremely difficult to get drunk. Of course, he then followed that up with stating that I shouldn’t test my limits if I didn’t need to.
 
   That was a conversation that worried me more now that I had been out in the world beyond the laboratory. How much of me was just a best guess at what might work?
 
   The bartender returned with my drink, which I tasted and found to be not unappealing. It had Some cinnamon and nutmeg as well as a few pleasant, but unidentifiable flavors to smooth out the rough ale.
 
   I turned to look out at the tables scattered between the bar and the windows, wondering if I should have selected one of them. I saw the black dragon from near the door to the front leave the bar with his glass to go sit at a table with a female with dark green scales. If it became necessary to relocate for a better, less obtrusive means to look at everyone in the bar, evidently that would be fine. Though I felt no need yet to make the move.
 
   I could see several other dragons and furs from this view point, so I sat and scanned the room, sipping my ale occasionally. Other than taking a quick note of the different types in the room just in case it became important later, I didn’t pay attention to the folks who were not dragons. Most of the dragons received the same quick look, mental notation, and dismissal as not currently relevant.
 
   There were a few throughout the room, however, who caught my eye as potential targets. None were as sure as the blue scaled staff member, who I was sure had the right qualities to his breath, but there were a few of the breeds that had a range of qualities their breath could hold. If no better targets showed up tonight, I might be making rounds to meet the pale yellow scaled couple in the booth by the window, though I wasn’t sure how to separate them.
 
   A more likely candidate to get close enough to so I could determine the nature of his breath was also with others, off in a far corner. Instead of a pairing who seemed to be sharing a romantic night together, the far corner held a large viewing portal focused on a sporting activity. Among the others group of cheering, drinking fans, there were two rowdy earth tone dragons.
 
   One looked like his scales were from rich earth. His frills and brows looked to be covered with healthy green plants. He would not work for my mission. But the other had a chance he could, though I would have to get closer to tell. His scales looked like highly polished granite. While both species had a range of traits to their breath, only the granite had a small chance to have the right qualities.
 
   I was trying to figure out how best to approach that corner to get a better look when the polar bear artist I’d seen in the lobby sat down beside me.
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   I should have been ready for some splash damage
 
    
 
   The white furred bear stood a good six inches taller than me, which should put him just under ten feet tall. He gave me a quick look and half a smile before the barkeeper arrived.
 
   “What’ll it be, kid?” the gryphon asked, with emphasis on the last word.
 
   “Cola, on the rocks, with a splash of cherry and raspberry, please.” the bear replied.
 
   I looked the white furred ursine over a little more closely, impressed that he was so quick with not only an answer, but remained polite as well. Both were qualities I would do well to learn as smoothly as he just performed them. While I had politeness down, I realized I was failing in the smoothly delivered answers.
 
   The bear’s eyes were a deep amethyst, and he had a gold ring in his left brow. He was well toned, breaking the stereotype of all bears having plenty of extra fat. If he weren’t wearing such a lose t-shirt, I imagined there would be visible definition of his abs.
 
   He noticed me looking him over, and turned on the stool to face me as his drink was set on the bar. I glanced at his cola on the rocks and almost groaned as my internal information database let me know that meant with ice just before I was going to squint to figure out where the pebbles were.
 
   “Hi,” the bear said, holding out his paw for me to shake, which I did. “My name’s Jason. I know this is going to sound real weird, but I figure I’d kick myself if I didn’t come ask you something.”
 
   I tilted my head slightly, but smiled at him as we shook paws. “I’m Zack, pleased to meet you. What’s your question?”
 
   The polar bear grinned and blushed a little, releasing my paw to pull his sketch book up to the counter-top between us. “I’m studying art in college, and as part of my course work this semester, we’re doing projects from sketch to final painting. We’re supposed to do one of a person, portrait quality, and while models will be available through the class, they’re basically going to have to be worked around everyone using them too, so availability is not as great and it would be making a similar picture using someone else. So I have been keeping my eyes open for someone different. I hope you’re not offended, but I think you are very striking and have a unique look that would look great in a painting. So I was hoping that maybe later we could meet to discuss you posing for my art project? I mean, I assume you’ve got other plans tonight and I know my family will want me back for my brother’s birthday meal, but I didn’t want to not risk at least trying to get your phone number or at least leaving you mine? Would that be okay?”
 
   The look on my face must have been amusing, from the nervous smile Jason gave me at the end of his speech. I must admit, the rapid ongoing rush of words had kept me on my toes trying to fully understand what he meant, filing away the information he shared, and analyzing what he was asking.
 
   It took me a few seconds to catch up completely after his last question. I definitely decided my report to Father tonight, whether I succeeded or failed my mission, would have notes on how much more training I should have had in conversing with people other than Father.
 
   “I do not take offense, Jason,” I replied to the bear, smiling. His offer was unexpected, and outside my mission, but I would not always be working, and if I had learned anything in my short time outside the laboratory, it was that I could certainly do with more practice interacting with folks. “I am certainly interested in hearing more about what I might be able to do to assist your project.”
 
   The white furred bear practically beamed with happiness at my answer. “Great! Great! I think you’ll be very happy with my ideas, but we can discuss that when we meet up again.” Flipping open his sketch book, the ursine flipped past several pages of sketches, including a very rough outline of a wide shouldered rat before coming to a blank page. He then jotted down two rows of numbers with tags in front. He ripped it out, then set it back down and wrote something on the top before handing it to me.
 
   “I put my name up on the top,” he said eagerly as I read the page, “first number’s my cell, and how I’d prefer to be contacted. If it isn’t getting through, you certainly can use the second number. Might get my brother or parents, though. To save money, and since the school is local, I’ve been still rooming at home, but I prefer to bother them as little as possible with keeping track of my messages.”
 
   I nodded, memorizing his full name and both numbers immediately, then folding the paper before putting it in my pocket. “Thank you, Jason. I do not yet have a phone hooked up in my new place, so don’t have a number to give you in return. I’m still adjusting to life in Aeonston.”
 
   In truth, I was going to have to see about getting a cell phone. The data that came up in my downloaded information on the devices left me surprised that Father had not included one in my equipment. I was gathering plenty of phone numbers, but had no way to use them unless I found a public phone or borrowed one from either the business or a patron, which seemed clumsy since a personal phone would have been easy to get. If nothing else, being given one would have made sense for calling transportation after my mission reached completion.
 
   “Oh yeah? Well, I suppose not growing up here it can be a lot to take in, but it’ll all seem great after you do. If you have any questions about things, feel free to ask. Since you’re interested in helping me out, it’s the least I can do.”
 
   “Thank you. I shall keep that in mind.”
 
   “Great. But I better head back now. I don’t want mom or dad getting upset if our table is ready and I’m not there. Should be any time now.” Sticking his sketch pad under his left arm to hold it against his body while also holding his drink in that paw, Jason held his free hand out for another shake. “It was a pleasure meeting you Zack. I look forward to talking with you again.”
 
   “It was nice meeting you, Jason. I’ll give you a call at my first opportunity.” I replied, his smile and enthusiasm were contagious.
 
   I used the excuse of watching Jason head back to the lobby to join his family to check on the one dragon I had seen so far tonight that I knew would be a viable target for my mission. The blue scaled dragon in the staff t-shirt was no longer where I had walked by him coming in.
 
   While looking in that direction, I noticed that the red brute next to me was giving the ivory dragonesses on the other side of him a small bit of trouble.
 
   The further one was holding a glowing pink unicorn, suggesting they had a table that just opened up for them. While she was scowling fiercely, it was the other lady who had a look that suggested she was very close to killing someone.
 
   The guy sitting next to me had a hand around her left arm and was slurring something towards her, “Come on, I could show you both just how hot sex with a guy can be. I offered to get you both drinks. I know you don’t get the satisfaction with each other that a man of my considerable size can give you. Don’t go off without me.”
 
   The drunk red’s advances might require some intervention soon, I realized, followed by the thought that this bar had been described in my downloaded information as having a very responsive staff to prevent issues like this one from growing to the point of being a problem.
 
   A quick look around showed the blue scaled dragon in the staff shirt was attempting to calm down the two huge earth toned dragons. 
 
   I would have liked to make my way closer to be able to get a better view of the blue in action, defusing the situation, but my attention focused back on the argument developing right next to me. I was slightly disappointed that my potential target would be of no help right now.
 
   “Barkeep,” the closest ivory dragoness said, “this fine, fiery stud had offered to buy myself and my date a drink. We would like two more, fresh Submerged Icebergs, heavy on the ice, please.”
 
   The further dragoness looked at her companion questioningly.
 
   The barkeeper also gave her a brief look of puzzlement, but quickly began mixing the drinks.
 
   I wondered if he would step in if things got out of hand, but was also confused that the encounter had taken this turn.
 
   “Aw yeah, baby, I’m glad to see you’re understanding what I have to offer you two luscious ladies,” the red scaled male on the stool beside me said.
 
   From the look in both of the dragoness’s eyes, I couldn’t believe he thought they were actually interested in anything other than eviscerating him. But then, he sounded so confident. Maybe a little drunk, but very confident. Surely he had more experience than I at reading fellow dragons as well. I mean, I believed I had plenty of training, but there had been no dragons to practice on yet. Maybe the still pictures and film had not been as good as Father had hoped.
 
   Another quick look around showed more curiosity from nearby customers, but no one seemed to be preparing for trouble. The thought passed through my mind that I misunderstood the entire interaction. But deep inside, some part of me just felt sure that trouble was brewing.
 
   And a quick glance showed the Blue dragon was still working hard to defuse his own patch of growing aggression between the earth toned and granite dragons.
 
   What unnerved me the most about the situation next to me was the realization that I greatly wanted to make sure the two ladies, who struck me as desiring only to have a calm and quiet meal together, were allowed to do just that. I didn’t know them and neither they nor the drunk fire breather pestering them held any use in my mission. They were unsuitable targets and held no tactical value that I could see, yet I wanted the red scaled male to just leave the two ivory dragonesses alone to have a peaceful and relaxing evening.
 
   The bartender set down two sizable mugs with frost formed on the glass and cold enough a fog rose from the surface of the liquid within. “Two ship-sinking drinks, ladies,” the bartender said before excusing himself to help someone at the end of the bar.
 
   “Come, Ingrid,” the closer dragoness said, “Let us properly thank our generous friend for his hospitality.”
 
   I understood what she said, but felt she would have been more accurate to have stated, “Let’s see if we can get rid of this idiot.”
 
   “Absolutely, Rachel,” the other dragoness growled. If their attention had been directed at me, I would have been prepared to be attacked.
 
   As it was, I should have been ready for some splash damage.
 
   Ingrid poured her drink over the red’s head and snout while Rachel poured her entire mug out in his lap.
 
   The few drops that hit my arm and thigh as the drunk red leapt to his feet and backpedaled past me were downright chilling. I was very happy I hadn’t gotten two mug fulls of the stuff.
 
   “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” the red screamed, shaking and flicking the steaming cold alcohol off as he shivered and hopped from foot to foot.
 
   “I’m sorry you got hit a little,” Rachel said, offering me a warm cloth napkin.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said, smiling softly. “He had it coming. You both go enjoy your meal, no harm done here.”
 
   She returned my smile and took Ingrid’s hand.
 
   “Thank you,” they both said before turning and walking towards the foyer.
 
   They had reached halfway there when I heard the red growl from where he ended up further away from them than me. “Damn whores can’t do that to me.”
 
   I turned to see him stomping in their direction and stood up, putting myself in his path.
 
   “Sir, I think you need to leave the two ladies alone,” I said confidently, without raising my voice. “I believe they made it clear they want nothing to do with you.”
 
   Further back, I saw the blue scaled staff member and another dragon – green – wearing the same shirt were busy physically restraining the earth and granite scaled dragons by the viewing portal. The blue one seemed to get half a look in my direction, and while I can’t be sure it was about what was going on there or here, it appeared he uttered the word, “shit.” Lip reading doesn’t work as well when the target is struggling with a dragon larger than himself.
 
   “Get out of the way, vermin,” the advancing red scaled dragon snarled. “I’ve got some cold blooded bitches to teach a lesson!”
 
   My eyes narrowed as I spread my stance a little wider for stability. It might get me thrown out of the bar for being in a fight, my actions might mean I am unable to obtain the dragon’s breath I was sent for tonight, but I simply couldn’t let the enraged fire dragon reach the two dragonesses.
 
   I wasn’t sure why, but I was sure beyond the shadow of a doubt that it was the right thing to do.
 
   “No, you need to calm down and let the ladies have dinner in peace.”
 
   As he reached where I stood, the dragon clearly revealed his intentions to backhand me out of the way.
 
   I easily ducked under the drunken swing and gently grabbed his shoulder and used his momentum to spin him around, facing the other way. He stumbled forward a few steps, unharmed but slightly off balance.
 
   I knew multiple ways to bring him to the ground and pin or otherwise incapacitate him. The combat training against dragons that was downloaded into my head was not only solid in my mind, both consciously and subconsciously, but my body’s reflexes had been trained while muscles and bone structure engineered to handle it grew in the vat.
 
   Don’t ask me how, that wasn’t information I was given. But it pleased me to see how easily my body had moved in response to the backhand attack.
 
   “Damnable rodent! Just because you’re big doesn’t make you any less dead when you fight a dragon!” the drunk red screamed, turning back to face me again.
 
   He jabbed at me with three clumsy punches, which I sidestepped, causing him to turn his advance on me so we were moving smoothly between tables, and no longer directly towards the foyer.
 
   While I figured it would be best to get him outside, I didn’t want to take him out the way the two dragonesses had gone.
 
   “Good thing I’m not fighting you,” I grinned. I couldn’t tell you why, but I was beginning to enjoy myself as I lured the soaked and stumbling red dragon through the open walkways towards the side exit. “There’s no fighting allowed in this fine establishment.”
 
   “I’m going to kill you, rat. You’ve ruined everything tonight!” He roared, stopping and taking in a deep breath.
 
   I heard someone scream, “He’s going to spit his fire!”
 
   I had assumed as much, and as his lungs filled, I could feel the twitch of magic in him ignite.
 
   Now, I could hear chairs being pushed back as folks moved as quickly as possible out of the expected range of the red’s upcoming inferno. All of the information most people had was that it was best to be as far away from an elemental attack of a dragon. Well, any attack by a dragon.
 
   But that’s not the way I was built.
 
   With his arms stretched wide, as they needed to be kept clear when he spit his attack, it left him open. I stepped in, up right before the large male. His wings were also out and away behind him, so there was no problem stepping right up beside his rather heavy belly.
 
   At just under eleven and a half feet tall to my shorter nine foot five, my reach had no problem doing what needed to be done.
 
   A straight finger jab with my left paw into the top of his windpipe, where his lower jaw and neck met, followed instantly by a hard flat palm to the center of his diaphragm sent mixed signals to his system, shutting down his attempt at spitting napalm.
 
   He wanted to gasp for more air, but his lungs were full. He wanted to cough, but he was also swallowing reflexively. The magic field that gets generated when forming a dragon’s elemental attack draws a lot of energy from them. It’s disruption doesn’t always put the energy back, and certainly not in an orderly manner. What I did, wouldn’t cause permanent damage, but it should stop him in his tracks.
 
   Upon seeing his eyes roll up into the back of his skull, I realized that his drunken state might make the effects of my attack magnify a little. Luckily I was quick and strong enough to catch him as he fell, keeping him from hitting the floor and getting a concussion on top of everything else that had gone wrong for him tonight.
 
   I walked him over to a nearby empty booth without any trouble. He was floating half in and half out of consciousness as we went, helping me get him across the floor, muttering what a great guy I was to help him out when he was so down and out.
 
   He really seemed to have a much friendlier and laid back attitude at this time. It was slightly disturbing to have the guy I had just attacked tell me I was his best friend ever, but I refused to clear up that matter.
 
   I was about four steps from getting my new, heavy, red best friend to a booth to let him sit down when he got lighter suddenly.
 
   I looked over to see a tall black furred wolf wearing a staff t-shirt, helping maneuver the drunken red dragon. He gave me a half grin and nod, “I can take him from here. We’ll call him a cab and get him home.”
 
   I nodded back, letting the lupine take the full weight of the dragon,“Okay, thanks. Taurus Cabs brought me. They seem to run a good service.”
 
   “Hey, woofy. You’re my best friend ever,” I heard the dragon slur as he was taken over to a doorway that led to a side room by the windows.
 
   I headed back over towards the bar where I had been sitting. I still had half a mug of ale there, as well as the unicorn that would signal me when my table was ready.
 
   I was looking over to the viewing portal area where several other staff members had arrived. The earth-toned dragon was still over there too, speaking with a pair of large ebony dragons in staff shirts as well as the green one that had been helping the blue, but there was no sign of either of the two potential targets who had been involved in the almost fight over there.
 
   I had just finished assuming that maybe blue had escorted the other dragon to someplace to wait for a cab when my gaze finally fell back towards the bar.
 
   He was standing at where I had sat, the barkeep saying something softly. My ability to lipread might work on most furs and scalies, but beaks messed it up completely. 
 
   The blue nodded and turned to look directly at me. He held the glass unicorn I had been given to signal my table was ready, which was flashing pink. Bringing it up close to his snout, he whispered “cancel” before setting the unlit, clear figure on the bar.
 
   Raising his right talon, he gestured for me to come over.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   7
 
   Maybe you should pull it out and check
 
    
 
   “The boss would like to have a few words with you,” the blue scaled dragon said with a friendly smile as I neared where he stood against the bar. “He has asked me to extend an invitation to meet with him either before or after your meal, and has made arrangements for you to be seated in the private dining room reserved for club members.”
 
   “Um…” I started. The rolling, deep sound of his voice had caught me off guard for some reason. I followed everything he said, though it was hard to concentrate on the meaning of his words for an unknown reason. He was speaking very clearly, so it did not seem that he was trying to trick me, and I felt no magic being used to influence me, but I couldn’t help but feel his voice was special somehow.
 
   “Sorry,” I said, shaking my head a little to clear it. “Your offer surprises me. I would be honored to accept. If your boss is fine with meeting me now, I have no problem with doing so before I eat.”
 
   “Excellent,” he beamed, “If you would follow me, the way to his office is back on the other side of our main entrance.”
 
   Before I moved to follow the dragon, the bartender gave me a smile and a nod, “good work, sir.” I gave a quick grin, but was unable to say thanks before the gryphon moved back down the bar to serve a customer.
 
   The blue scaled staff member I was supposed to follow nodded as we began walking back towards the entrance, “I have to agree with Chris. While I wasn’t able to see all of it that well, trying to keep things over in the portal lounge from getting bad until more staff could arrive, I did see enough to get really worried one of you was going to hurt the other before we could get someone over to break it up. But you handled him like a pro.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how to respond to this comment, so just shrugged, sharing my attention between him and the direction we were walking.
 
   He shook his head as we got to the doors to the foyer. “Like I said, I didn’t see it all, but I did notice you were staying just out of his reach and leading him around tables out of everyone’s way. Both times I looked you had gotten him closer to the side entrance, and he wasn’t coming close to laying a claw in you.”
 
   “I didn’t want to cause any trouble,” I finally admitted, “But I didn’t want him to spoil the evening for the two dragonesses.”
 
   Opening a door near the back of the front room with a discrete “staff only” sign on it, my guide gestured for me to proceed him into the hallway beyond.
 
   “You did fine, considering the situation. That said, you shouldn’t have been placed in that situation, for which I’m sure the staff will get a firm lecture about not having folks in place to deal with it, but… well, that’s not your problem.”
 
   “I hope I didn’t cause you problems by getting involved,” I said, realizing I didn’t know his name yet and now that we were talking, I disliked having to think of him only by his looks, memorable and striking as those might be.
 
   I wondered briefly where that thought about his looks came from, but realized it wasn’t important. I needed to pay attention to the conversation as well as remembering the path were were taking through the back halls.
 
   “I’m Zack, by the way,” I offered, extending my paw in the hopes of getting his name as well as a handshake.
 
   “Oh, sorry, I get told I need to do better introducing myself all the time. My name’s Jake,” he said, firmly gripping my paw for a solid handshake.
 
   From the way his sky blue eyes widened, I assumed he could also feel the slight, tingling current that passed back and forth between us.
 
   “Pleased to meet you Jake,” I grinned. That current felt very nice.
 
   He smiled back, giving my hand a quick, light squeeze before releasing it. “Wow. That’s the smoothest jolt I’ve ever felt from another storm blooded, and I wouldn’t have pegged you as having enough dragon blood in you to register. I’m even happier to have met you now, Zack.”
 
   My ears had to have turned bright red from as hot as they felt. His tone of voice suggested he had enjoyed the touch as much as I had. This was exactly the kind of connection that would help me complete my mission. It shouldn’t be so embarrassing. It was part of my purpose.
 
   “You,” the blue dragon accused, stopping and gesturing with a raised finger. I worried about what I had done wrong just now. Had he figured out my intentions? Realized I was created in a lab?
 
   “You’ve never felt a jolt with another storm blooded have you?” he asked, wonder in his voice.
 
   “No,” I said, immediately being horrified I had just told the truth rather than fallen back on my cover story. “Well, not like that. I mean. None of my family have… not that I’ve got a lot of traits… I’m kind of a freak.”
 
   Oh yeah, wonderful recovery. Why was all of my programming failing this badly with Jake? I had hoped, after how smoothly the combat training had kicked in to deal with the red dragon, that I had worked past all my programming glitches.
 
   “Hey, hey, relax. Don’t worry. Like I said, I’ve not felt one like that before myself. Heck, if your only exposure to individuals with storm dragon heritage before now has been family, there wouldn’t be much chance of feeling a jolt before. Close relatives usually carry the same charge, so there’s no flow of energy. Plus, pure dragons always carry enough charge to jolt on a complementary charge that’s strong enough, but when other heritage gets mixed in, the chances of a connection powerful enough to feel start dropping real fast. Are you even aware of what we felt represents?”
 
   I shook my head negative. “No.” There hadn’t been a lot of information on what dragons experience when interacting in my data base, and even less on how hybrids might carry some of those traits themselves. What little there was suggested that the lack of information was not an oversight on my programming, but simply a lack of much solid information existing in any research.
 
   “Well, you’ve got to find someone with a charge that complements your own to get that kind of buzz. The same charge, like with most family, may buzz you a little, but it takes a rare charge to help strengthen your own so that both of them grow stronger as and result in the sweet flow we seem to have together.” Jake winked at me.
 
   “And don’t think of yourself as a freak,” he said, putting an arm across my shoulders, running our current through us both again, which felt really good. “Everyone is a little freaky. But you, Zack, are wonderfully unique, which puts others to shame. Never lessen yourself by thinking that makes you a freak.”
 
   I smiled a little, feeling a little bit better seeing he was still treating me nicely despite my clumsy banter just now. “Thanks, Jake. I’ll do my best.”
 
   “I know you will, Zack.” He squeezed me closer, tightening his grip on my shoulder.
 
   I was getting very mixed signals from my programming and body in response to the close physical contact. My programming suggested that there was a good chance he was flirting with – if not outright attempting to seduce –  me, which could be used to manipulate him into a compromising position that would allow easier acquisition of his breath.
 
   My body was just enjoying both the physical contact and the building charge caused by it. I certainly felt the appeal of the experience and could sense a growing desire to continue it.
 
   “Now let’s get you to the big guy before he thinks I decided to keep you for myself.”
 
   He released me and winked at me again before starting down the hallway.
 
   We reached a set of what appeared to be elevator doors after thirty steps, and waited for them to open after Jake hit the call button. We didn’t talk any, which gave me time to try and figure out what I felt about the blue dragon.
 
   A great conflict welled up in my feelings for him. On the one paw, he was the perfect candidate for my mission. Gaining his breath would easily satisfy the parameters I was given.
 
   Yet, if I did that, I would never see him again. It would end this interesting link we seemed to have begun. There would never be another time where we mixed our currents. And I didn’t want to lose the potential friend he seemed to be capable of becoming. My programming suggested it would be a bad idea to actually befriend a potential target. Making them think I had was one thing, but a true friendship with a target would compromise my mission.
 
   He seemed to like me. He smiled every time he gave me a sidelong glance as we waited for the elevator. Which suggested it would be very easy to get him alone after he got off work, at his place or elsewhere. I wasn’t supposed to like the targets, but I found myself getting comfortable with the idea of liking Jake.
 
   As the elevator door opened up and we stepped inside, I decided I had to start concentrating on where I was going, which meant I had a different dragon to worry about. I needed to get more information.
 
   “Anything I should know about your boss or why he wants to meet me?” I asked.
 
   “Mr. Frostborn can be pretty intimidating when you meet him for the first time,” Jake said, pressing the bottom button on the column of unmarked selections in the elevator. “But he’s a good and honest dragon. Big and intimidating, sure, but with the fact he’s arranged for you to eat in the member’s dining room, I doubt you have anything to worry about. He may have some questions or just want to thank you for what happened in the bar just now.”
 
   “So I’m not in trouble for causing violence in the establishment?” I asked.
 
   The thought had crossed my mind, and David’s words about not gawking or I’d get taken out back and hurt quickly came to mind. Then, for some reason, the cab driver’s other suggested end to the evening of going home with someone else for sex ran through my thoughts, which made me look over at where Jake stood.
 
   The thought that going home with someone wouldn’t be such a bad thing if he were the one I went home with entered my mind and I couldn’t tell if the desire had anything to do with how easy it would make it to steal his breath, or if I just liked the idea of trying out sex for the first time with the blue dragon who’s touch thrilled me.
 
   Jake put a hand on my shoulder, smiling as we both felt the flow of electricity between us. “If you were in trouble, I’d have been taking you out the side door after calling you a cab. Or maybe the back door since there would be no guarantee the big red wouldn’t slip out of his friendly drunk phase and remember you in a less positive light. So don’t worry about it.”
 
   “Alright, Jake,” I said with a nod and a smile. “I’ll do my best. Just a lot of new stuff for me tonight.”
 
   “Some of it good, I hope.” Jake returned my smile and kept his hand on my shoulder, giving a tender squeeze.
 
   “I’ve met several new folks during my first night out in the big city,” I said with a bashful smile. Even if I didn’t take Jake’s breath, I wanted to get closer to him. “Some of them I’d like to get to know better.”
 
   “Yeah, that polar bear was pretty cute. Did you get his number?” Jake asked, giving me a wink.
 
   I felt a little confused by his comment and question, but was honest anyway, “Yes, he asked me to help him with an art project for school. He thought I would be a unique model for a portrait. You thought he was cute?” I wasn’t sure why I asked that.
 
   “Well, he isn’t as handsome as you, by any means, but I’d pose nude for him. I wonder if he’d let me come watch you pose naked. I’m very interested to count how many stripes a rat your size has.” Jake smiled and let his hand slide from my shoulder to run a finger over the stripe of my right bicep, half covered by the short sleeve of my dress shirt.
 
   A part of me wanted to grab Jake and start putting some of the downloaded knowledge about flirting and seduction and maybe even outright sex to practice.
 
   For better or worse, another part of me noticed my ears heat up like they had been caught in the breath that the red had almost bathed me in while I said, “Oh, um… I haven’t … don’t know how many… I’m not sure I’m going to pose for him, I just agreed to meet him to discuss the details when he isn’t out with his family.”
 
   The blue dragon appeared to struggle greatly to keep from laughing out at my response, managing to keep his lips from doing more than smirking.
 
   “I came on too strong, didn’t I?” Jake asked once he regained control of his smirk.
 
   His hand left the fur of my arm and I reached out to grab it in my own hand.
 
   The jolt was very comforting to me, despite being slightly confused and distracted by it as well. I hoped he found it the same – well, comfortable, not confusing or distracting.
 
   Jake looked down at our joined hands.
 
   “If I am making you uncomfortable by being so flirtatious, don’t be afraid to say something. I can – probably should – control myself better. I’m not even entirely sure you’re interested in guys. You’re kind of hard to read. You set off my gaydar one moment, then nothing close. I’d like to blame it on the connection and flow we have together when we touch, but… I tend to come on too strong for some folks, which I know is a turn off. Especially if you aren’t interested in guys or dragons or me.”
 
   I squeezed his hand and let out a sigh, “This is all new to me. I’m not used to any of it. But… hey, I’m still hanging on, aren’t I?” I tightened my grip on his hand.
 
   “Yeah,” Jake squeezed my hand in return, “You do have a hold of me. So… now what? Need me to calm down?”
 
   I pondered his question and everything that we had said. The back of my brain was rolling through data that had been implanted in my brain looking for possible answers. In the end, though, I just had to make up the best guess I had.
 
   “Be yourself,” I smiled. “I’d much rather get to know you than some version of you that you think you have to be to get to know me. As for the rest, we’ll have to see what happens. I still have a meeting with your boss and a meal in some extra special dining room here to get through. You probably have work you’ll have to attend to as well. But… I can’t give you my number as I don’t have one yet, but I would like to have yours so I can call you and tell you what my number is when I get it.”
 
   The blue dragon’s smile was very contagious. “Excellent.” He pulled a card out of his back pocket and slipped it in my front pants pocket, making my eyes widen at the electric touch down there.
 
   “I probably should have checked to make sure that was my card instead of a menu or someone else’s information,” he said with a grin, standing less than an inch in front of me. He was only an inch taller than me, so I could clearly see his eyes, as bright and deep as the clear sky had appeared.
 
   I leaned in and up and kissed him on his lips. It lasted barely two seconds, though the firing of those sensitive nerves as the current passed between us was beyond time. I was pulling things out of my head at random now. No play book for seducing this dragon could have helped me. I wasn’t thinking, I was just following my body’s lead.
 
   “Maybe you should pull it out and check, Jake,” I whispered.
 
   I’m not sure what his response would have been if the elevator doors hadn’t dinged open with a startling tone.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   8
 
   All the stains that would accompany biting me in half
 
    
 
   We both jumped when the elevator doors opened, taking a few step back and breaking all contact.
 
   That buzz was very addictive – incredibly pleasant, but also making me want more. I needed to stay in control here, not think about new ways to get all touchy with the sexy blue dragon.
 
   “Um, so, yeah,” I muttered, pulling the card out of my front pocket myself to make sure it had Jake’s number on it, which it did. I memorized it before sticking it back in. “Thanks. I’ll make sure and call you after I get a phone set up myself.”
 
   “Good, excellent. We shouldn’t keep Mr. Frostborn waiting,” the blue dragon said stepping out of the elevator with me.
 
   I hadn’t held any expectations as to what the owner’s office would look like, but that didn’t make the huge cavern any less of a surprise. The floor was natural stone, polished to reflect some of the light supplied from different sources in the large space. Certainly, the large section of magical viewing portals and security screens that ranged along the wall to the left of the room as we exited the elevator put out quite a bit of illumination. Deeper in the room, multiple thick stone pillars reached from the floor up to the ceiling about eighty feet overhead. Magical torches were set in golden sconces on several of those columns.
 
   The only sign that suggested it might be an office rather than a security room was the massive desk, which looked like it would be suitable for someone well over twenty feet tall, sitting off in a nook in the wall opposite the screens and portals. The chair behind the desk was scaled for a similarly large dragon with multiple sizes of chairs and cushions throughout that half of the room.
 
   A focused look at the closer screens showed multiple images from different angles of what had been going on in the bar earlier. Specifically, they were showing me at various times and places since I arrived in the parking lot. One of the larger replays was frozen on the instant I had tagged the two locations on the drunk fire breather to keep him from shooting his flames.
 
   A glance towards the further ones suggested that most of the wall was not focused on my time here, though closer ones seemed to be showing different areas inside and outside of the bar, I didn’t recognize a lot of the locations, like the dance floor shots.
 
   It was hard to not focus on the various images, but I tried to keep at least some attention on the rest of the room, wondering where Jake’s boss was at. The Blue dragon had stopped moving into the room at the edge of the screens.
 
   Then, what I had mistaken for a column back in that corner of the room moved, to look my direction. “Mr. Zachary Roddy Highden, thank you for meeting with me. You may call me Mr. Frostborn.” 
 
   He was over twenty five feet tall and somehow he knew my full name. I could feel he held stormblood, but he seemed to be a hybrid as well. There were other magics mixed into his breath, making it unlikely that it would be pure enough to fit the task I had been assigned. I certainly didn’t think it would be worth risking that the mix wouldn’t kill me in collecting it.
 
   His scales were mostly a dark gray with a blue sheen, though highlights of white ran along his crest and the sides of the under-scales of his neck. Black spots were also scattered along his arms and feet. He wore an impeccably tailored suit, which had to have been made especially for him since so few beings – if any – would have similar body measurements.
 
   He certainly was larger than my information told me most Dragon species grew.
 
   Before I could return the large dragon’s greeting, he pointed at the still shot I had noticed earlier and asked, “How does a young rat from the farmlands out west know this move well enough to perform it so easily?”
 
   Ah, an easy question. This one was expected by Father when he designed my automatic responses.
 
   Mr. Frostborn had obviously managed to do a little research since getting my name. The bank crystal around my neck, which would have been questioned magically either when I entered the Pink Unicorn or when I ordered the drink, would have given him that much information.
 
   My cover story had me growing up out west on a farm, which would not have been with the credit information on my crystal, so the large dragon would have had to have looked up that fact elsewhere. At least it seemed the falsely created identity Father had created for me was holding up to his scrutiny. My own answer should reinforce that background.
 
   “For the last four summers, I worked with Uncle Skrip, my great grandfather’s brother, who was an overly paranoid, old war veteran. To this day, he is probably more spry than I am. Part of the…” I waved my hand as if looking for a word, though I knew this speech by heart. Presentation is very important. “arrangement for me working out there… one of the conditions, so to speak, was that I had to be prepared for when the dragons from the Dayfire Nebula attacked the planet to steal our females.”
 
   I kept a straight face through the last sentence, which was easy as I did not understand why an old rat believing, erroneously, that dragons come from space and wanted to kidnap female rats was funny.
 
   There was a snort from Mr. Frostborn.
 
   Off to my side I heard Jake trying to choke down a laugh.
 
   “Really?” the huge dragon asked, crossing his arms in front of him.
 
   I nodded sincerely. “Absolutely. And you didn’t argue with the old rat, because he also knew how to stuff a fur’s head up their ass while they were still alive. Never saw that happen, mind you, but having felt him use a hickory switch, I had learned not to question him at a very young age.”
 
   I smiled at the large dragon, doing my best not to laugh as Jake was coughing to poorly cover up his snickering. I’m not sure why the blue dragon’s inability to stop laughing amused me so much, but everything about his amusement seemed contagious to me.
 
   “Mr. Frostborn, while Uncle Skrip had some very… colorful opinions and theories, he never hesitated to help his fellow farmers in the area when they were down on their luck, no matter their species. And when he offered to teach my siblings and cousins and me any of his old special forces training, well, since we were always happy to help him out on his farm already, it was easy to let him tell his odd stories as well.”
 
   “And evidently, Mr. Highden,” the large dragon said, strolling close before leaning down to stare at me, “you aren’t so worried about dragons that you fear going into their den, assaulting one of them and seducing another?”
 
   “Sir, please call me Zack. I had no intention of attacking anyone when I came here tonight. I just wanted to have a meal in one of the top restaurants in the city.” I wasn’t really lying. Stealing breath could be seen as thieving more than assaulting. Thin line, but one I was told to remember when needed.
 
   “And yet,” Mr Frostborn stood up straight and turned to face the wall, where footage of me getting up out of my seat to stand in the red dragon’s path were showing, “you clearly turned this into a fight.”
 
   “Sir, I am sorry you feel that is what I did,” I was starting to enjoy defending myself. It wasn’t hard. I just had to ignore the fact that I was arguing with someone almost three times my size. “That was not my intention, but I do not apologize for distracting him from going after the two dragonesses who had shown themselves to be uninterested in his advances. They – your customers – deserved to have a meal together in peace. It appeared like he was not going to let them leave without a fight or otherwise ruining their and possibly other folks’ evenings. So I distracted him.”
 
   “You taunted him into taking swings at you, Mr. Highden. You manipulated him and led him around the room so everyone’s drinks were interrupted.”
 
   “Sir, that’s not taunting. And it looks like you were selling more drinks as folks enjoyed watching to see if the rat would get his ass kicked by the angry dragon,” I stated, walking up to point at one screen where a trio of dragons were ordering drinks for themselves and several others as they downed a shot after each time I sidestepped a wild punch.
 
   “And then, Mr. Highden, your merry little chase through the bar frustrated the fire-spitter so that he prepared to burn down my establishment.”
 
   “That decision was one that he made and not one I sought, nor is it one I will take responsibility for. What I do take responsibility for was making sure he did not spit his fire at all. Are there any other things you want to criticize me for because you didn’t have enough staff to handle the situation?”
 
   In the silence that followed my question, I heard Jake swallow hard. A soft growl grew from the chest of Mr. Frostborn.
 
   I waited quietly, looking at what I assumed to be current activity in the bar. I recognized the Kodiak bears now greeting some otters who just came in on one screen and saw the ivory scaled dragonesses sitting at a nice table and chatting with each other on another.
 
   The large dragon gave me a wide, toothy smile, “I like your spirit, Zack, but you have avoided the question of seducing my staff – and right outside my office.”
 
   He tilted his head towards the wall, where the big screen switched from the still of my stopping the dragon’s breath to a loop of me leaning up on my toes to kiss Jake.
 
   My ears felt like they burst into a four alarm fire.
 
   “I… um…” I started, having trouble forming any thought other than the desire to do that again. I really wanted to touch him and gain strength from the feeling of our currents crossing. And that kiss had been more than I had expected such an action to be when the move was just text and pictures downloaded into my brain.
 
   “I seduced him, boss,” Jake spoke up, stepping up beside me.
 
   “What have I told you about using my name during official business, Mr. Stormwing?” the larger dragon growled.
 
   “Sorry, Mr. Frostborn,” Jake replied, stressing the larger dragon’s name. “I had not realized you were ‘officially’ treating our honored guest here like a subject of the inquisition. If you review the images, you’ll see after I shook his hand and discovered that our energy was incredibly compatible, I kept finding new ways to make sure we were in contact.”
 
   Jake’s employer turned his gaze to the smaller dragon, “So you’re admitting to harassing a customer, Mr. Stormwing?”
 
   I reached out and put my hand on Jake’s shoulder, instantly feeling less tense. The blue dragon’s muscles under my paw seemed to relax slightly as well.
 
   “Is your boss always this melodramatic?” I asked. I didn’t care that the larger dragon could hear me, I was quickly forming a solid dislike of the guy as he went after Jake, who had just stood up to him for me.
 
   Jake shook his head a little, keeping his eyes on his boss. Unsure if he meant “no, this was not how his boss usually was” or suggesting that I should not have asked that right then, I looked up at Mr Frostborn myself, giving Jake’s shoulder a quick squeeze.
 
   “Sir, I respect that you are a dragon of great power – physically, socially, and economically at the least. But your line of inquiry is very rude and completely uncalled for.”
 
   When my head didn’t get bitten off as I spoke, I decided to continue. Sure, it might have been getting myself even deeper into trouble, but at this point and time, the more he focused on me, hopefully, the less trouble Jake would be in.
 
   “What I did tonight,” I said, walking over to the wall to draw the large dragon’s attention fully off of Jake, though it also took away me having a clear run to the elevator, not that I expected that would be a safe retreat if Frostborn didn’t want me to leave. “Was help these two ladies,” I continued, gesturing to the screen that showed several tables in a candlelit dining area, including the ivory dragonesses who were now enjoying some salad while still in a quiet conversation, “have the romantic night they came here looking for.”
 
   I moved to examine and draw attention to what I assumed were live images of the bar, doing a quick comparison to the looping images during the fight and reading the lips of those I could see. “It appears you have seventeen more folks in the bar than before. Seems like business is good still.
 
   “This group,” I gestured to where the two Kodiak bears now sat at several smaller table pulled together with seven folks I didn’t recognize in addition to the otters I’d seen a little while ago. The still growing crowd was listening intently to their story while drinking “might have been called in by the bears so they could regale them with the story of the large rat who…” I paused, tilting my head as I read the lips of the speaking Kodiak aloud, “incapacitated a gang of thugs led by a dragon who were going to burn the bar down? What the? That’s not what happened. What is? Why would? Huh?”
 
   Mr Frostborn roared with laughter, startling me with how sincerely amused he sounded.
 
   “Zack, you are just too priceless. You don’t pause to stand up to me, in my own office, when I am big enough to literally bite you in half and devour all the evidence. You defend your actions as being the right thing to do when I question them, but when you see someone else talking about what you did and embellishing it in your favor, you get all flustered. I don’t have to make sure you don’t tear into them about telling things the way they are like you just did me, do I?”
 
   “What?” I asked, now flustered by the large dragon’s complete change in personality and attitude towards me. Had he been fooling me like I had been trained to fool others? “No, I’m not feeling threatened by that, or… no. It’s a story at a bar. It’s getting you more drinks sold, which was really all I was trying to prove. And you wouldn’t have bitten me in half, might have had me killed, but you wouldn’t have done it yourself.”
 
   “Oh really? You think I can’t?” Mr. Frostborn said, a hint of a growl back in his voice.
 
   “That’s not what I meant at all. You wouldn’t want to get rat blood all over that suit. It’d have to be a bother to get replaced since I doubt it would ever get completely cleaned after all the stains that would accompany biting me in half. Big mess to clean up in your office as well.”
 
   “You really don’t fear me, do you?” Mr. Frostborn asked.
 
   “Sir, as I said before, I respect your power. I respect you, though I don’t necessarily like what you have been saying or doing at all times tonight. But fear doesn’t help if you let it rule you. So whatever fear I might have, I’m instead channeling into what is going on here so I can handle it in the best possible way.”
 
   The large dragon in the business suit nodded and gave a friendly grin, “And you are doing wonderfully, Zack. I apologize for coming down on you so hard earlier, but I wanted to see how you reacted to a less physical confrontation.”
 
   “Why?” I inquired at the same time Jake asked the same thing.
 
   “Mr. Highden, I am thinking about offering you a job.”
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   A simple matter
 
    
 
   I don’t have any sort of accurate time sense installed in me, so I’m not sure how long I stood there with my jaw slack while my brain processes the huge dragon’s words. It felt like years, but I figure it couldn’t have taken my brain too many seconds to replay and analyze the statement enough times to formulate a response.
 
   “What kind of job?” I asked, not completely realizing I was talking until it was said and done.
 
   “Security, of course,” Mr. Frostborn replied, smiling. “You’d be little more than a bouncer at first, but there’s plenty of room for advancement for a smart fur like you in my organization.”
 
   “Are you offering me a job?” I asked before thinking about it.
 
   “Not yet,” the large dragon said, still smiling, “though if you are interested, I can certainly start the background checks and other procedures that I would run for any applicant. That would certainly help speed things up in the case I decide you are someone I want. Are you interested?”
 
   The idea of working for security at a bar that catered to dragons sounded appealing. It would give me both an opportunity and a reason to examine a much wider number of the clientèle, which could get me access to more chances to steal the right kind of breath. On the other paw, I realized, the responsibilities of the job might limit my ability to take advantage of the new targets it gave me.
 
   As I had said to Father earlier, my purpose was not to get a job working for a dragon, but there were so many reasons that working here in security could be useful to my real purpose. It would also let me spend more time around Jake. I managed to avoid looking over to the blue dragon, feeling it might be bad to show he was part of the desire to work here.
 
   “I would want to know more about the responsibilities and rewards the position would entail before making a final decision,” I finally said, “but I am certainly interested in hearing more.”
 
   “Wonderful,” Mr. Frostborn said, his accent a little heavier on the lone word. “I will get the background checks started immediately.”
 
   That was mildly concerning to hear. I had thought I might have time to warn Father before anything began, perhaps even get his advice, but changing my mind because of that would send up alarms where there might not be any reason to worry.
 
   Father said he had covered everything I would need to get my mission done. He said he had me safely set up to never be uncovered as something created in a laboratory. But with the difficulty and missing knowledge within my own programming that had caused me a few stumbles already tonight, I was a little worried. Sadly, there was nothing to do but trust this wouldn’t cause trouble and move on.
 
   “Sounds good,” I nodded. “Is there anything you need from me at this point?”
 
   “Not at all.” The large dragon said. “One of the good things about the bank gems like the one you’re wearing, is that they are keyed to one person and clearly give their identity so that transactions can be trusted to proceed openly and honestly. My system has all of the information I need to begin what needs to be done. I don’t want to keep you from your meal any longer than I have already.”
 
   I smiled and held out my paw, hearing the dismissal coming, “It was a pleasure meeting you, Mr. Frostborn. When should I inquire about the results and find out more about what you might be offering me as a position?”
 
   The huge paw, the dragon held out didn’t fit well in my own, but it was able to grasp mine well enough that we could shake. The touch of Mr. Frostborn’s power held electricity, wind and bitter cold. There was no spark of compatible currents, which was a little bit of a relief – I still wasn’t sure what to make of the affect Jake’s electric charge had upon mine and vice-versa.
 
   “Mr. Stormwing will be remaining here for a debriefing before making corrections to prevent events like tonight’s from occurring in the future,” the large dragon replied, not answering my question. “I imagine he should be available, after you finish your meal, to take you to some of the locations my security watches over so you can see the scope of what you would be getting into.”
 
   Releasing my paw, the huge dragon continued. “I understand you are without a portable communications device of any kind. Before he finishes the tour, if you wish, Mr. Stormwing can take you to the company I use for my own needs in that area. They can set you up with a phone or talisman so it’s a little easier to keep in contact. As part of my thanks to your stepping in and defusing what could have been a bad night for multiple of my clientèle, the device will be paid for – although you will have to enroll in and pay for the service plan yourself.”
 
   “That’s very generous of you, Mr. Frostborn,” I replied politely, trying to hide both the disappointment that Jake wouldn’t be taking me to eat and my happiness that I’d get to see more of the blue dragon afterwards.
 
   “A simple matter to reward such bravery in protecting my place of business and those within it,” Mr. Frostborn replied. “The elevator will take you up to the elite dining area, where Mira will show you to your table and take your order. I hope you enjoy your meal, Mr. Highden.”
 
   With a smile, nod and another thank you, I turned to head back to the elevator Jake and I had used to get to this level.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Ten minutes later, I was being served salad by the polite wolf waitress, Mira. “Here you are, hon. Is there anything else I can get for you right now?” she asked.
 
   I smiled up at the wolf, taking in the scents of the salad she had set before me. She had some dragon in her ancestry somewhere. I had been able to feel a very light touch of elemental electricity from her, though I wasn’t sure if it was strong enough to allow her to shoot lightning.
 
   Not all hybrids with dragon blood in them could do that, but sometimes the mix included that ability. Sadly, while I could feel the energy, there was no way to tell what – if anything – she could do with her heritage. There was no easy way for me to tell, and I had yet to figure out a polite way to ask her about it.
 
   “I believe I am still fine, Mira. Thank you for asking,” I answered her question.
 
   “Excellent, darling. Your steak is grilling as we speak, so I should be back real quick with your main course.” The stormcloud gray-furred wolf said with a smile before she winked and turned to leave.
 
   I watched Mira saunter back towards the kitchen. The sway of her hips was very provocative, and I caught myself wondering if the wolf was honestly flirting or simply putting on a show. She was certainly attractive and seemed kind and interesting, but while my brain identified possible attempts to seduce me, even the knowledge that it might be an act did little to turn off the interest completely.
 
   While the drive to respond was not as strong with Mira as I felt it with Jake, there was certainly a lingering desire to get to know her better too.
 
   Wiggling my nose, I took in a deep breath, catching the lingering scent of her light perfume as well as the salad before me, which I turned my attention towards. It smelled delicious and I couldn’t wait to taste it.
 
   With my first bite, I knew that listening to the wolf’s cheerful suggestion of the house dressing, with blue cheese and a touch of oregano and parmesan, had been a good choice. The salad and dressing was a wonderful start to the free meal that I had been given.
 
   But it did little to put my mind at ease.
 
   While some might have been nervous about the potential job offer, and certainly it was in my thoughts, I was examining other possible issues as well. The quiet elevator ride as well as the minutes looking over the menu and waiting for the food to start arriving had let me begin reviewing my encounters so far tonight.
 
   This practice was supposed to be standard. The review while memories were still fresh, but with my emotions and the circumstances calmed, was meant to shore up my good responses and analyze mistakes so they would not be repeated.
 
   Unfortunately, my encounters tonight seemed much harder to categorize for examination than the examples that had been programmed into my mind.
 
   My response to Jake seemed the largest conundrum now that I was away from him. His touch had certainly been very powerful and had affected me. I had absolutely no information on what all the “jolt” of our two electric charges being so compatible meant. There was no downloaded information on it, so I only had my own limited experience to begin making assumptions.
 
   With a little time away from the buzz of Jake’s touch, I was able to understand that it was very pleasant and hard to resist seeking out when easily available. It had made myself, and as far as I could tell, him as well, take advantage of every opportunity to touch that we could. There was not enough data, and I had not had the forethought to test my ability to fight that urge, so I could not tell if it was addictive or not. Without the blue dragon before me, it was possible to believe that it would be easy to control myself, but until tested, that was just an assumption.
 
   The issue of controlling myself around Jake was further compounded by a realization I made when stepping out of the elevator and meeting Mira earlier. I had noticed that Jake’s natural scent, powerful when with him and still strong in the elevator, had been very attractive to me. I had felt a little disappointed when I noticed that I had left all but the traces from where he had touched me behind.
 
   In review, it was easy to see how he had never completely left my mind since walking by him at the bar. What I had assumed was simply keeping aware of a potential target had been colored slightly by his attractive natural scent. On a subconscious level, I wanted to get close to him for reasons unattached to my mission.
 
   That attraction could easily have altered how much I had wanted to touch him with or without the jolt of our compatible charges. It was certainly why I kissed him. The taste of his lips had been so delicious even without the shared electricity.
 
   The raw data and literature I had downloaded in my brain for work in seducing dragons said that the feelings and desires I had for Jake were dangerous and meant I should not pursue him as a target.
 
   With him, I was compromised.
 
   I was not sure if I had realized that on some level almost instantly, so that had guided me to taking him off the list of targets, or if my decision to do so was based on something else that I was having trouble pinning down. It seemed like the range of information programmed into me during my creation was, at best, telling me only part of what I needed to know.
 
   My compiled list of data requests to give during my first debriefing with Father seemed to be growing continually.
 
   Beyond my concerns with how I was responding to Jake, I was going over how wise it had been to show interest in getting a job at the bar. It amused me to think that I was potentially doing what I had told Father the suit I wasn’t wearing would be good for, but I hoped I had not created new problems for my mission.
 
   On a personal level, I hoped I would get the job. It would allow me access to many more dragons than just being a customer here would. 
 
   When selecting The Pink Unicorn Bar and Grill as my first hunting ground, I had not appreciated how many different rooms there were in the establishment that required portals to reach. From everything I had seen and had downloaded during my creation, I now knew that Mr. Frostborn had portals linking all of his properties together. One of them was visible in this dining area. According to what little knowledge about them I had, only his employees could activate the magical gateways for their own transport, and occasionally special club members as well. The network of magical transport could allow an authorized traveler to go from bar to dance club to hotel or elsewhere within the system as needed. While using them to gain access to a dragon to steal their breath would be foolish, having used them as part of a separate job would still give me more data to use both to find potential targets and a better idea of where and when to accomplish my mission. As an employee, I would be expected to know the system well enough to be able to be at the correct location when my scheduling required.
 
   But the job might also make it harder to hunt customers at the different locations. I’d no longer be just another customer, I’d be an employee. The difference would make some things harder, but might give me information to select better and easier targets. I was not sure the trade-off would be worth it.
 
   Hopefully, after dinner, when Jake took me on a tour of the properties so I would have a better idea of what all I would be signing up for, I could answer my concerns better.
 
   Of course, it might be moot in any case. With all of the shortcomings in the data I had programmed into my mind, I had to admit that I felt concerned about passing the background check.
 
   My basic training did not tell me how complete my cover story had been documented. I knew I had a legitimate fund to draw from off the crystal hanging from my neck, but did I have a solid background in the real world that matched the data there and in my memory?
 
   I wasn’t even sure how complete the background check would be.
 
   Were there portals here that went as far as Fall Harvest? Would Frostborn or someone working for him go to that small settlement on the Western Plains to see if anyone recognized me? The family my memory supplied for talking about surely didn’t exist, and even if they did, they didn’t actually raise me. How could my cover story hold up if someone actually investigated it closely?
 
   I just had no idea how deep someone would look in my past for hiring me to be a bouncer in a bar.
 
   Realizing I had already devoured the salad without concentrating on it since that first, savored taste of blue cheese, I set my fork down on my plate and looked around the room to try and calm my thoughts.
 
   If I got a job here, I would need to know more about how things worked and what sort of customers came to every part of the Pink Unicorn. If I didn’t get the job, I was still needing to find a dragon with the right breath to steal – and this might be my only chance to see him or her if they came to eat here.
 
   I was still sure my target would not be Jake. While the blue dragon was still someone I wanted to pursue, my interest certainly wasn’t mission-related. I hoped he could be a friend, at least, and maybe someone to enjoy more than a simple friendship with.
 
   The tour with Jake after dinner tonight really excited me. Yes, it would be important to pay attention both for my current assignment as well as the potential job I would be picking up, but it was time with Jake too. I could test out what my attraction to him really meant. Was it just his scent or the jolt, or was there something more? And maybe, after we finished the official tour, we could spend some time relaxing and getting to know each other a little better.
 
   Even having examined everything that had happened critically, even away from him and concerned that I might be being influenced by his presence, I had to admit that I wanted to get to know him a lot better.
 
   But for now, as I looked around the room, I wondered why there was a metallic, steel gray dragon on the other side of the dining room who was staring directly at me. He appeared cold to me, hard and shining, eyes sharp. His plate of food sat before him, untouched, steam still rising from the hot pasta sauce while he focused on me.
 
   I smiled at him, giving a slight nod to acknowledge his attention, which didn’t waver.
 
   He wore a light blue dress shirt over a sleeveless undershirt. With him sitting on the far side of a table, I couldn’t tell if he wore slacks, jeans or a kilt. The second chair at the small table completely blocked my view of even his feet. The only other detail I could make out was his expensive looking silver watch.
 
   From the depths of my programming, a list of three potential manufactures of the watch came up. Clockwork Owl, Pentelem, and Packcom all had ones that looked like the one he wore. I wasn’t sure why the maker of the watch might be important enough to trigger the recall of downloaded data. The number of oddities with both my programming and downloaded data was growing large enough to concern me.
 
   “Hey darlin’, you going to want some Parmesan on your steak and potatoes?” Mira asked, stepping between me and the far dragon with my food.
 
   “I’m sorry?” I asked, looking up to meet her soft brown eyes.
 
   “Would you like some grated cheese on any part of your meal?” she asked, setting the tray with my mashed potatoes and mushroom sautéed steak on the side of my table.
 
   “Yes, please,” I responded, smiling. “And your recommendation on salad dressing was wonderful.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that,” the stormcloud gray wolf said, grating cheese onto the top of my plate of meat and potatoes. “I know I love it, but sometimes folk’s tastes differ. No harm in that, but I hate suggesting something and having them be disappointed they listened to me. I much prefer to get handsome, happy smiles like the one you just gave me.”
 
   After setting my scrumptious smelling food in front of me, asking if I needed a refill and then if I was done with the salad plate, she told me to enjoy and she’d be back with more tea in a jiffy.
 
   I sampled the steak first, which was exquisite, and looked over to see that the steel-scaled dragon had left his table. His food remained there, untouched and still steaming. 
 
   I wondered at his departure as well as his attention on me. Not wanting to make any assumptions, I glanced over a few more times as I enjoyed a meal that put the limited selections of microwave dinners back at the lab to shame. Eventually, the plate disappeared, but I made it through the rest of my meal without seeing that dragon again.
 
   Other than simply making a mental note that I should remember this odd disappearance if I saw that particular dragon again, I let the issue slip from my thoughts as I wondered if I should order a dessert or not. Despite finishing my salad and main course, Jake hadn’t shown up yet to let me know we could head out on the tour.
 
   Embarrassingly, I focused so much attention on figuring out if “cherry-chocolate cheesecake” would be better than the “four-fudge cake and ice-cream” that Jake plopping down in the other seat at my table startled me into dropping the small dessert menu.
 
   “Sorry to scare you, Zack,” the blue scaled dragon chuckled. Looking down at the menu, he shook his head, giving me a big smile. “You weren’t going to order dessert without me were you?”
 
   “I wasn’t sure you were going to make it any time soon,” I replied. “Are four fudges really necessary in one dessert?”
 
   “Don’t say that too loud.” Jake whispered conspiratorially, leaning over the table. “If the wrong person hears you, they’ll think you’re insane. Some folks, most of the females fall into this category, would regale you with how four kinds of chocolate in one dessert is hardly enough.” From the raised brows and hint of a smirk, I guessed he was giving me a hard time.
 
   “So you’re saying you want two of them, then,” I suggested, not bothering to hide my smirk at all as I wiggled my whiskers.
 
   Jake snorted, “Cute, but we’re going to skip dessert right now. I don’t want you on a sugar high as we do this tour. You need to be focused and paying attention closely. There will be a quiz at the end. And dancing. You like dancing?”
 
   I shrugged, turning my muzzle slightly away from him, though still looking into his eyes. “I’m not sure about the dancing, but I’m not concerned about a quiz. I’ve been told I test well.”
 
   “You’re not sure if you like dancing?” Jake asked. “How can you be good at taking tests if you answer the first question with an answer like, ‘I’m not sure’?”
 
   “You said the quiz would be at the end of the tour. That was a quick tour.”
 
   “Hey now, Zack, stop avoiding the issue. How come you aren’t sure if you like dancing? Are you bad at it and don’t want to be shown up by my great moves? You have a horrible square dancing accident in your past? What?”
 
   I sighed, looking down at where the dessert menu lay on the table. “I haven’t done it before.”
 
   “You don’t know how to dance?” the blue dragon asked giving a slight, exaggerated gasp.
 
   “Well, I’ve got steps and forms memorized,” I let slip out, recovering as quickly as I could with, “But looking things up on the internet and watching others do it is way different than putting the knowledge into practice.”
 
   “Well yeah,” Jake said, reaching over the center of the table to put his hand on mine and let sparks fly between us, “but that changes tonight, and I’ll be with you to make sure you don’t two-step when you should lambada.”
 
   When I raised an eyebrow at his example, the blue dragon grinned and twitched his chin to the portal in the back of the room. “Not to worry, the club is actually a lot cooler than my examples. You’ll see. And while I hope to show you a great time tonight. We won’t do anything you don’t want to do.”
 
   “Sounds great,” I smiled, getting up to head wherever Jake would lead me.
 
   He went over to the portal and pointed out the different runes around the upper arch.
 
   “Each rune corresponds to one of the other locations in Mr. Frostborn’s network of properties.” Jake said, then naming them all off while pointing to each corresponding rune. “When you get hired, you’ll be given a cheat sheet with the rest of the new-hire information. You won’t be expected to have it memorized for the first week or so, but you will need to know them in any order quickly so you can get to any location in an emergency.”
 
   “Got them,” I said, “Why are they encoded in the first place?”
 
   “Partially so customers don’t assume they can activate the portal, I’d guess. Since only employees have permission to access this transport network, it doesn’t hurt making sure it takes a little extra training and studying to know for sure what you’re doing. Or maybe it has something to do with how the magic works. I’m not sure,” Jake admitted before pressing the symbol for our first stop.
 
   “Rolling Countryside,” I identified the rune he touched. It wasn’t one I recognized from my downloaded data. “What kind of place is it?”
 
   “Very good. Here I thought you were kidding when you said you got them from my quick rundown. It’s an indoor miniature golf and sports complex,” Was the dragon’s reply just before he stepped into the shimmering energy field of the portal. 
 
   I followed after him.
 
   Into a dark alley.
 
   “This doesn’t look like ‘countryside’,” I said, cautiously.
 
   “That’s because the gate sent us to the wrong place,” Jake growled.
 
   Looking behind me, I saw a solid brick wall with no return portal in place.
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   This was what I was created for
 
    
 
   “This is Jacob Stormwing,” Jake said, making me realize he had some form of magic communicator active – that would make sense for a means for all the bouncers to communicate trouble quickly. My internal database began pulling up several possible spells and items that Packcom produced and sold that Frostborn’s people could be using, but that information was irrelevant to the current situation so I ignored it. “A guest and I have just stepped through the VIP dining portal at Pink and ended up in an alley I don’t recognize rather than Rolling Countryside as intended. There is no return portal at this location, please advise how we should proceed.”
 
   While Jake gave a rundown of our situation to whoever was on the other end of the spell, I looked around, feeling uneasy about the odd malfunction in the gateway.
 
   We stood at the back of a dead end alley, tall walls made of solid brick and stone on three sides of us. Solid, though worn, metal doors graced the side walls somewhat near our position, but any ground level windows to the surrounding buildings had been bricked over ages ago. The rough blacktop was clear of obstructions, leaving no place to hide in this cul-de-sac. The light fixtures above each door were either burned out or off, but there was enough ambient light from the rest of the city that my night vision was able to see clearly. Still, something unsettled me about this place.
 
   “Damn it!” Jake cursed. “Is anyone listening? Hello?” The blue dragon turned to me, “Crap, Zack. I’m sorry this went belly up here. I’m not sure if whatever went wrong with the portal affected the communications link or if we got thrown way out of range for the spell, but we seem to be on our own right now.”
 
   I saw it then. Well, actually, I saw what was missing. “We need to get out of here quickly, I think. I just realized that it looks like there used to be dumpsters or other large containers in the alley – see where the bricks have faded and weathered differently? But there is literally nothing in here now.”
 
   “Indeed,” a deep voice stated, as a large cobalt dragon stepped around the corner at the end of the alley from the right. 
 
   Around the left side two hyenas in leather jackets stepped into sight, swinging heavy chains in their paws.
 
   “Adjusting the trajectory of portals with solid ends already established is tricky work,” the dragon continued. “We wouldn’t want to have you appear in the middle of yesterday’s trash if we’re going to make any use of you. It gets very messy and we aren’t after just parts of you, rat. We’re after the whole package. Working if possible, though we’re willing to damage you if you resist.”
 
   “You’re the only fools getting damaged tonight. It’d be best if you just let us go on our way. You don’t want to mess with us,” Jake said.
 
   “You don’t want to work with this rodent, cousin.” the cobalt dragon replied, looking at Jake. “Whoever he has told you he is, he lied. He’s not a real rat. He was made in a lab. We’re not sure what he was designed to do, but he’s not hanging out with you or at the bar you work in because he likes you. He’s gathering information and looking for targets.”
 
   “You’re wrong, Zack’s not –”
 
   Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jake stumble to a stop as he glanced my way. I’m not sure what he saw in me at that quick glance, but since I was studying the three at the end of the alley and pondering how best to kill them all for threatening my mission – for knowing I wasn’t a real person – the little part of me that noticed his eyes widen, then narrow a little, assumed that what Jake saw had not reassured him.
 
   I needed to resolve this situation before the enemy revealed anything else. Hopefully the dragon was arrogant enough to underestimate me.
 
   “You don’t have the volts to stop me, puddle dragon,” I growled, breaking off towards the nearest door. I assumed with the skill shown in the rest of this setup the door would be locked – but I hadn’t disparaged the cobalt dragon’s race and elemental connection so I could flee into a building anyway, so didn’t care.
 
   I wanted him to try and use his elemental connection to stun me.
 
   And he did.
 
   Just as he released his lightning breath attack, I turned to face it.
 
   Most of my training the last few days had been to make sure my reflexes were honed to do this maneuver without having to think about it. Catching hold of the magic channeling an electric attack and metaphysically pulling hard on the energy stream had to be done faster than the speed of thought if it were to work.
 
   I heard Jake scream in alarm as the lightly powered, stunning bolt struck my left hand, then flowed up my arm into my torso as the stream between me and the dragon generating the attack grew exponentially brighter and more powerful.
 
   This was what I was created for.
 
   I absorbed every iota of energy from the strike of electricity and kept pulling more out of the dragon who had generated this attack against me.
 
   The cobalt’s eyes were wide and panic filled him as he realized he couldn’t shut his breath attack down.
 
   I loved seeing that fear in his eyes as his power filled me up, strengthening me while wearing him out.
 
   I wondered briefly, as his eye rolled up in his head and he lost consciousness, if I could indeed kill him by pulling too much. Would pulling as he fell so the elemental electricity didn’t follow normal channels kill him?
 
   I didn’t know. The tests of the last few days to make sure I could handle absorbing and controlling the power level of a dragon’s elemental lightning attack had not taken into account any of these questions.
 
   And despite my earlier thought, I didn’t want to kill anyone. I was halfway to fulfilling my purpose – to collect the elemental electricity of a dragon’s breath attack and take it back to Father. Killing was counter-productive, as it would bring unwanted attention down on myself and Father.
 
   So, despite the claims and knowledge the cobalt dragon seemed to have about me, as he lost consciousness I broke the conduit I used to pull his electricity out. There had been more power to take, but I had no desire to harm him, and I had more than Father had either predicted I could hold or had required in my mission.
 
   Looking over to the slack-jawed hyena goons, I asked, “Are you able to restore my friend’s ability to communicate with his magic?”
 
   The one on the left nodded he could, while the other shook his head that he couldn’t. I gestured at the more agreeable one, “Then do it.”
 
   Nodding and keeping both eyes on me as much as possible, the hyena dropped his chain and scurried over to where the dragon lay unconscious on the blacktop. Kneeling beside the laid-out cobalt-scaled form, the hyena pulled an onyx sphere off the guy’s belt and twisted it, causing it to turn yellow, then green.
 
   “This is Jacob Stormwing, can you hear me?” Jake asked aloud. I could hear more than a little worry in his voice and more than a little relief an instant later when he said, “I need immediate medical assistance. Three hostiles. I have no means to verify my current position reliably. We need immediate assistance and extraction at this location, please respond.”
 
   While I kept my eyes on the hyenas cowering at the end of the alley – more to make sure they didn’t rush us than to make sure they didn’t bolt – I kept sparing a glance over towards Jake from time to time as well. The fact he was keeping as great a distance from me – as well as the furtive looks in my direction – saddened me.
 
   It looked like he was just as afraid of me as the hyenas were.
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   Roar of thunder
 
    
 
   Twenty or so minutes after I stole the cobalt dragon’s breath, I was walking down a nearby street towards a busy intersection, in the hopes of getting a taxi.
 
   I had stayed around long enough to hear Frostborn’s medics state that the cobalt dragon was okay – just sleeping as if exhausted.
 
   He and the hyenas had been bound and questioned by several members of the staff. I had gotten the feeling that I would have been the next to get that treatment from how nervously Jake had been looking at me before his help arrived through a stable portal against the back wall of the alley.
 
   So I had slipped away while he was still talking with a large ebony-scaled dragon, and the others were preparing the prisoners for transport back through to whichever of Frostborn’s properties dealt with folks who broke into their magic. I had a solid suspicion that the local law would never see the three prisoners.
 
   A large part of me ached to have said good-bye to the blue dragon who had been so kind, and who had a touch I craved to feel again, but I knew he would never trust me again.
 
   I had been outed as a creation rather than a natural being. I had shown my ability to steal a dragon’s breath – a dragon very similar to him. He would believe that I was a weapon and not a person, and would see me bound up and made to vanish like the unconscious cobalt dragon and two whimpering hyenas.
 
   And for some reason, that thought hurt me greatly. It filled me with a sense of loss that transcended and spoiled the feeling of euphoria that completing the first – and hardest – step of my mission gave me. It also dampened the sheer joy I felt from all of the elemental energy coursing through my system, safely stored away until Father would extract it.
 
   I needed to ensure that Father got that magical electricity instead of hanging around and waiting for Jake to have me “taken care of” like those who had ambushed us.
 
   About a block from the busy corner ahead, a soft hum of barely contained electricity proceeded the arrival of the blue dragon I had been obsessing about. He landed twenty feet in front of me, his wings sparkling with the elemental power he had infused them with to allow his flight.
 
   “Hey, Zack? Why’d you leave?” he asked.
 
   I couldn’t meet his eyes to begin with and the hint of pain in his voice caused me to look completely away.
 
   “I’ve got to get back and safely release the energy I absorbed.” I said, still walking. Even if the truth might make him hate me more, I couldn’t lie to him.
 
   “Oh… We can… Um… look, we have – I have – some questions I need to ask you. But the most important one is, are you okay? You’re practically humming as loud as my wings just were, and you took one hell of a heavy hit and it… you… you are okay, right?” Jake was walking backwards before me, maintaining the twenty foot distance between us.
 
   “I’m okay,” I said, stopping where I was on the sidewalk. I didn’t want Jake to trip over something while walking backwards to keep his distance from me. “I was built to do this. Not to hurt dragons, but to capture, store and transport the elemental energy from dragons that breathe lightning. I did my best to simply drain him to the point you would be safe and I could finish tonight’s mission.”
 
   “So was I going to end up like him if he hadn’t shown up?” Jake asked quietly, voice filled with concern. “Were you really seducing me to get me alone and do that to me?”
 
   “No, Jake,” I responded earnestly, though still unable to look at him, “I mean, when I first saw you, I realized you would make a good target. But there were reasons, such as you being staff at the Unicorn, which made me move you down from a target of first choice. Then… when I started to get to know you… When we touched… As time went on tonight, somewhere along the way, you were completely off the list. I liked you… I still do… and didn’t want… well, to see you react to me like you are now.”
 
   “But you’d happily take a job beside me to find victims among dragons I know and work around at my place of work? You didn’t think that would bother me too?” Jake demanded, raising his voice.
 
   “I… I didn’t think that far ahead. I had my purpose that guided me so easily in my mind these past three days. It was simple. It was straightforward. I had thought I had been given all of the tools I needed to accomplish it.” I started walking back and forth on the sidewalk, making sure to maintain at least twenty feet from the skittish blue dragon I had ruined all chances of getting to know better.
 
   Motion kept me from dwelling on all of the stolen energy coursing through me, as well as helping keep my thoughts in order – well, better order.
 
   “Then, when I got out into the real world tonight, nothing was as simple as it had been in the lab,” I admitted.
 
   “Discussions with other folks never go like I had expected from my interactions with Father and the data in my head. Folks are… different than I imagined. I had not been prepared, though in hindsight it seems foolish not to have known, but everyone has their own agenda, their own desires. They don’t always mesh. Like with the drunk wanting to be involved with the two dragonesses that had – clear as day to me, but not to him – no desire to be with any male, and were quite happy together.” I shook my head, still not sure how the male had missed that fact.
 
   “And different individuals have so many desires and missions of their own,” I continued. “Multiple levels and kinds of desires. Even I have found, upon meeting with the outside world, that I have desires outside the purpose for which I exist.” I stopped moving as a sudden realization came to me. “And that is a flaw in my design. As much as I found a short time of happiness from the possibility of getting to know you better, of being helpful to more people than just Father by working for Mr. Frostborn, of discovering what kind of a portrait Jason had in mind and just how it would turn out… they were all distractions and false hopes. I’m just supposed to collect some elemental lightning. All the rest is supposed to be a means to do that, but I saw them as ends in and of themselves…”
 
   “That’s not a flaw, Zack. Those are all good things to want to do,” Jake said.
 
   I looked up at him. He was a little closer, only fifteen feet away.
 
   “But they aren’t what I was made to do. I exist for a single purpose. One that I’m not getting finished standing here.”
 
   I crossed the street so I could continue towards the busy intersection without getting closer to Jake. While he had moved a little loser, he had still kept a distance I felt I had to respect.
 
   “No one exists for just one purpose. As living beings we’re more complex than that, Zack,” the blue dragon shouted across the street.
 
   I shook my head, knowing the truth. “I’m not really a being like you. I am a just a tool, a living tool, but not a real individual.”
 
   I heard the roar of thunder, but by then it was too late. Jake had roared across the street and had grabbed me by the front of my shirt and slammed my back against the stone wall of the building I had been walking beside.
 
   “Don’t you ever say that again!” he snarled, spitting lightly on my muzzle, as his nose brushed mine. I could smell the ozone of the power he was using, as well as the light scent of cheese and pasta with heavy mint that he must have had for his last meal. “You are a real person. You have your own desires and that’s okay. Anyone who tries to convince you that you are nothing but a single-purpose tool to perform a task and then put away is using you.”
 
   “I am not real,” I whispered, unable to stop myself from continuing to share data I was supposed to keep secret. “I was grown in a vat with data downloaded into my brain.”
 
   “You are so real!” Jake screamed. “A power saw wouldn’t have stood up for the boss’s cousin and her date! A hammer wouldn’t have stood up and defended his actions to Mr. Frostborn! And even the best vibrator in the world wouldn’t have kissed me like you did!”
 
   While his grip on my shirt already had our natural electric currents flowing back and forth and we were both channeling elemental lightning strongly enough to have sparks fly between our noses at this close distance, when his lips touched mine and we turned our heads so our muzzles fit together, tongues wrapping around each other, it felt like I was absorbing twelve more full blasts like the one I stole from the cobalt dragon.
 
   Yet I knew I wasn’t taking any energy from Jake. Somehow, together, we were each building up a greater charge as we mixed our personal currents together.
 
   For the length of our kiss, it felt like I was flying. Not just because Jake was holding me several inches off the ground, pressed against the stone building, but because such a powerful joy at touching the blue dragon this way, sharing so much of myself – my power, fears, and background – and having him not run away but come up and kiss me. I was wanted for everything I was by this dragon, and that felt more incredible than any other experience.
 
   “I don’t pretend to understand what was done to you, Zack,” Jake said once we broke the kiss, both of us gasping for breath, “but I know you are more than any programming or mission that you have. Please. Don’t run off. I want to help you.”
 
   “I… Damn I just want to stay here, but I can’t. I have to get this power back to Father. I have to let him know … I am operating outside of expected parameters.”
 
   Jake set my feet on the ground and pulled me away from the wall, wrapping his arms around me and resting his muzzle on top of my head between my ears. With my nose against his chest, I got a solid breath of ozone and his unique, spicy scent.
 
   “It was your dad who did this to you? Shit. Look, if he loves you, like any parent should, then he won’t care. Hell, he’ll be proud that you are growing into your own person.”
 
   “I don’t really have a dad. There is only Father. I don’t think you understand,” I said, pulling back from Jake. “Three days ago, Father had me released from the tank he grew me in to start tests to make sure I could absorb elemental electricity. Father is my creator, yes, but as far as I can tell, the ‘dad’ I was programmed to talk of in stories, Paw, is made up just as much as I am – more so even, since he is just a story and not an actual rat.”
 
   “You had to have had a past before three days ago,” Jake said, running his hand up and down my back.
 
   “Yes, there was programming while I grew in the tank,” I replied.
 
   “But before that, you were someone else,” Jake claimed.
 
   Sighing, I shook my head, “No. I wasn’t. According to what I’ve been told and what little I can remember, I was created inside that tank. While I have facts and data implanted in my mind to come up as needed for ‘remembering’ previous things in the life of a real person, they aren’t actual memories. So I have no reason to doubt that I’m technically only three days old.”
 
   “I –” Jake started to say, though he paused as if confused, then shook his head. “I don’t know what to tell you, Zack. I mean, I don’t know your past, so while I can see that you believe what you’ve been told, I can’t tell you if that’s completely correct or if everything you’ve been led to believe is a lie to keep you willingly helping this man you call your father.”
 
   I didn’t understand why my past mattered so much to the blue dragon, but he must have noticed that I was growing tired of being held up from finishing my mission. Perhaps it was how I kept looking over at the busy street ahead.
 
   “Listen to me, Zack. I care about you and I don’t want to see you thinking that you are wrong because you have feelings and desires that fall outside what you think is all you were created for. It’s part of being a real person, buddy. And you are a real person no matter your background. Your feelings are real. Your desire to make more of yourself than just one mission is real.”
 
   He gently set his right palm against my cheek, causing the energy to flow there, “This connection between you and me is real. Please don’t think you have to do something that will take away your ability to enjoy everything else that life has to offer you.”
 
   Shaking my head, I backed up the step it took to put my back against the wall again, “I need to complete my mission before I think of anything else.”
 
   Pain flashed across Jake’s features. “Fine, Zack, business first, then. I need to ask a few questions of you before I can let you go. I’m not going to demand you come back to the Unicorn or any of Mr Frostborn’s other properties, but I need to get a little information from you for our research into what has happened. But, I also want you to know that you can have sanctuary, if you need it, at any of his places. I’ll be alerted as soon as you arrive and I’ll meet you as quick as I can.”
 
   I nodded. While I remained unsure what the future held or how long I even had one, I understood the offer. “What are your questions, Jake?”
 
   “First, Mr. Frostborn says that as you were in the dining room, after you got your salad, there was a steel-scaled dragon across the room from you that you nodded to. Who was he?” Jake asked, though the question sounded a lot more like something his boss would have questioned me about.
 
   I shook my head. “I didn’t know the dragon. I had simply noticed that he was watching me very intently – focusing so much on me while his food was ignored despite appearing to have been delivered recently. The nod was to let him know I was aware of his attention. I have no idea why he was watching me, but he disappeared when I was paying attention to Mira – my waitress.”
 
   “See, I told you he didn’t know the guy,” Jake muttered softly.
 
   I remembered the magic communication the blue dragon had used to call for help. The link had to be open still, allowing someone to listen in and give the question he just asked. Had Jake’s boss been listening in during the entire time I thought I was just talking with Jake?
 
   “If Mr. Frostborn wants to ask me any more questions he’ll have to wait. I’ll answer any questions you personally have, Jake, but I’m just not in the mood for your boss’ obnoxious way of questioning me.”
 
   “Zack, I’m sorry. I hate having to be an in-between for him, but he’s been reviewing images of everything leading up to the gate being hijacked. He’s trying to make sure you didn’t set everything up tonight as a test run to try and cause even more trouble.”
 
   I glared at Jake, a slight rumble sounding as the elemental energy I had stolen rolled through my body. “And what do you believe, Jake?”
 
   “I want to believe you are the victim here, Zack,” he said, looking me in the eye. Then he took a short breath in and his gaze went to the ground. “But I’m a little worried that how good it feels to touch you… how much I like you and want to get to know you better might be clouding my judgment on the matter.”
 
   He wasn’t touching me physically, and if he were, the tingle of our energy mixing would have held a completely different feel, but it felt like he had just punched me in the gut. Sure, I could understand how he might feel that way intellectually, but on some deeper level, it hurt that he felt I manipulated him on such a deep level.
 
   Then the data programmed into the back of my mind started to fill my thoughts with various techniques that cold be used to go about manipulating him exactly like he had just described.
 
   “Damn it, Father,” I whispered. Now I had doubts about what I felt for Jake and what he felt for me. Was I playing with the blue dragon on an emotional level without even realizing it was part of my programming? Was the physical link of our energy being so well in sync something purposely worked into my design to make it easier to seduce my intended prey? I didn’t know. Only one person did, and I wasn’t sure he would answer me. Why should Father respond to my questions? I was a flawed creation.
 
   “I’m sorry, Jake. I don’t know the answer to that one myself anymore.” I moved away from the dragon, fighting my desire to just fall into his embrace and let him comfort me in my confusion. I pushed away the need to tell him everything would be okay, that I’d never hurt him.
 
   I just couldn’t lie to him or make that kind of promise. At least not until I spoke with Father and got some answers.
 
   “You’ve got my card. If you need anything, Zack, call me. I’ll do what I can,” the dragon called to my back just before I heard the buzz of his electricity flowing again. I didn’t turn to look back, even when I heard his wings flap as he took off.
 
   Only when the sound of his wings and energy had faded completely from the perception of my large, rodent ears did I dare a glance back.
 
   As expected, Jake was gone.
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   I don’t like touching you
 
    
 
   I stood on the curb, waiting in the howling wind for a taxi to respond to my hails for almost twenty minutes before one pulled over. I’m not sure who was more surprised when it did and I recognized the driver, me or David.
 
   “Can you take me back to the address you picked me up from earlier tonight?” I asked as I opened the back door.
 
   “Sure thing, buddy! I didn’t expect to be seeing you on this side of town,” the minotaur said as I climbed into the back of his cab. “You okay? I ask because despite the glow of energy I’d normally associate with you having had one hell of a good time with someone who is good in bed, you’re looking a little glum.”
 
   “It will all be fine,” I replied as we pulled on to the street to head back to the lab. I felt I was lying to the driver, but it didn’t affect me like the thought of lying to Jake had.
 
   “Don’t make it hurt any less now, though. If there’s anything you need, you let me know, okay? I’ve had plenty of disappointing nights in bed, let me tell you,” David said, looking back at me in the rear-view mirror.
 
   “How long do you imagine it will be to get there?” I asked, not interested in talking about anything personal with the cab driver. While I had learned we were in the same town before leaving the alley, I hadn’t thought to even check any street signs to figure out where in the city I had ended up.
 
   “That depends on how you want to go. There was a wreck on the bypass headed back that way. If they get it cleaned up and traffic isn’t slowed down for us, it’s a twenty minute drive. It was supposedly a doozie, though, seven car pileup, so even if folks staring at the accident don’t cause another one, chances are more likely that there’s a half hour to an hour delay building up. Or, I can take the back streets which would be about a fifty minute trip. I’ll let you decide if you want to have me take the slow, but sure route or risk the highway and who knows how long it will take.”
 
   “Avoid the bypass. I don’t want to take the chance,” I said, when I really would almost rather have gotten out and walked at this point. There was an impending sense that all the way back to the lab, I was going to be hearing from the driver how things could be worse. He just seemed to me to be wanting to share his stories about – how did he put it? – disappointing nights.
 
   Mine was depressing enough.
 
   But perhaps I didn’t give the taxi driver enough credit for being able to tell when his customer didn’t need to be chatted with. He was silent for the next ten minutes as we passed through industrial and warehouse areas of the city.
 
   Admittedly, that left me to worry over my concern about being so faulty that Father would decide I needed to be scrapped. And when I managed to push those concerns aside, I worried over having been built to seduce every potential source of elemental electricity I met, even if I didn’t want to steal their breath.
 
   My trying to organize and analyze those thoughts did nothing to help. I failed to even figure out which bothered me more – not being able to have a personal life because it was a flaw in my design meant I would be destroyed, or those kind of side activities actually being the result of some level of programming that would lead me to eventually betray those I got close to.
 
   But then, I remembered Jason.
 
   I wanted to meet him and speak with him about modeling for his project. While that supported the design flaw theory, as it would bring me no closer to have completed my mission, it suggested I was not purposely driven to develop personal relations solely for the purpose of lining up future prey.
 
   That would mean that what I felt for Jake might be my own, and not the result of programming.
 
   My mind was so wrapped up in these kinds of thoughts that the dump truck plowing into the side of the cab took a moment to register.
 
   I’m not sure that even if I had been paying attention, I would have noticed anything in time or that I could have taken some form of action, but there was no chance for me to do anything.
 
   The massive vehicle barreled through the intersection David’s cab was going through, hitting the front passenger’s side of the taxi. Our vehicle spun wildly, the front shooting to the left while its forward momentum slammed the rear into the side of the larger vehicle. Airbags deployed, making my ears ring despite being in the back seat rather than immediately next to them. A quick, but weak, magical stasis field activated in the back seat protecting me from the first sudden stop, but seemed to completely crumple under the secondary impact.
 
   The end effect was that I was fortunate to have been wearing a seat-belt. Still, the two impacts whipped me about enough to cause vertigo as well as spiderweb the rear driver’s side window with my head.
 
   The accident was over quickly, though it seemed also to have taken forever.
 
   As I began to feel like time started to flow normally again, I noticed I could smell blood. There was a light scratch that had gotten through my fur from where I hit the glass, but there was a much stronger scent coming from in front of me.
 
   Realizing David must be hurt worse than I was, I was unfastening my seat-belt to see if I could help him when the door next to me was wrenched open so hard it snapped the hinges.
 
   “Don’t try anything funny, rodent,” a deep voice growled as a dark purple scaled talon grabbed me by the neck and yanked me out of the vehicle.
 
   My assailant was a dragon of mixed heritage, I imagined, standing over fifteen feet tall. Several rows of short, fat horns ran along the sides and middle of his head, continuing down his back. While mostly deep purple in hue, some of his individual scales were brilliant red. His eyes, as he squinted at me, glowed a vile shade of emerald, and from the twin lines of smoke from his nostrils, mixed with his natural scent, I could detect ozone as well as charcoal and sulfur.
 
   His energy held elemental electricity mixed with fire and darkness. The charge of his electricity seemed very similar to Jake’s, but without the pleasant jolt.
 
   “Hey, I don’t like your touch,” I said happily, still a little muddled from the blow to the side of my head, as well as more possible proof that what I felt for Jake was natural. 
 
   The mixed dragon punched me hard in my gut while growling, “I don’t like touching you, you damn furry vermin, so we’re even.”
 
   The sudden realization that I was not among friends hit, followed by the fact that this dragon’s mixed elemental energy made his energy unsuitable for harvest. That might explain how our energy could mix well without the attraction I felt for Jake. I wouldn’t be programmed to seduce an unsuitable energy source.
 
   “I am detecting a second trace spell on him, in addition to the one from the taxi company. See if you can find it,” a new voice called from behind me.
 
   Turning my head to look in that direction, I saw a thin black-scaled dragon in a nice suit. My squirming to get a view of him got me another solid punch to the gut, making me turn my attention back to the larger dragon holding me up by my neck.
 
   “You’re the one who can tell what it is easier, you come look for it,” the larger, purple dragon growled.
 
   “You’re holding the rat, you can take care of it. I’ve got to check on the driver.”
 
   “The driver doesn’t matter, he’s served his purpose. Stop squirming, rodent!” my captor snarled shaking me back and forth, which didn’t make his grip any less painful. It also didn’t make me want to cooperate any more.
 
   They didn’t want me dead, or else the brute holding me would have snapped my neck already. I wasn’t sure how many there were this time, so even if I thought I could take out the two I currently knew were here, any unseen one could make things very bad for me.
 
   Since I wasn’t entirely sure how to take out these two dragons quickly and safely, so I decided to try and gather some information.
 
   “What the hell do you want with me?” I asked.
 
   “Shut up, rat,” I was told with another light shake, “Quit dicking around with the driver and come get rid of the traces on this guy, Skradon.”
 
   “If you can’t manage him, you should just admit it,” the black dragon said, walking to the driver’s door and pulling out a knife that seemed to devour the light around it.
 
   “What are you doing?” I asked, though I was afraid I knew the answer.
 
   “Making sure there’s no witnesses,” the black dragon I assumed was called Skradon replied as he opened the driver’s door, “alive or in spirit, that can lead this to us. You’re a very popular commodity, Zack.”
 
   “Don’t call the rat by name, it’s just a potential weapon,” the dragon holding me growled.
 
   At the same time, I heard the minotaur groan, “Don’t kill me, please!”
 
   “I am not a weapon, damnit!” I heard myself growl as the maneuvers I needed to get out of this situation suddenly seemed to roll out of the downloaded database in my brain.
 
   My tail whipped up and wrapped around the wrist of the arm holding me, supplying a point of contact with the limb other than my neck in his hand and my two paws clutching his wrist. My foot paws lightly braced against the sides of the mangled car door, allowing me to use my left arm to push the muzzle of the dragon holding me fully facing his black scaled partner. My right paw, fingers rigid, then hit the big guy’s well armored throat just above his sternum, while I pumped in just enough elemental electricity to jump start a small burst of his breath weapon.
 
   I didn’t have the ability to force him to shoot it, that much of the choice was still his. But since his only other choice was to swallow it once it was jump started, I assumed he was going to shoot.
 
   He didn’t disappoint.
 
   A quick burst of green flames with electric followup shot out hitting his partner’s shoulder and neck. The black dragon screamed in pain, dropping the blade and writhing as the electricity shot through his nervous system.
 
   The flames hit the black dragon’s suit, quickly ate through the cloth and spread, devouring the clothes like a ravenous beast. Where the fire hit the dragon’s neck, they ate with the same speed through the tough black scales and into the flesh underneath.
 
   The brute holding me tossed me aside in panic, “Skradon! Fuck! I didn’t mean to do that!”
 
   The wailing screams of the black dragon’s agony as he burned alive ripped through the deserted street, as I slammed into the road where tossed.
 
   I felt no sympathy for the dying dragon, he had been planning on killing David. Though, as I picked myself up from where I had been thrown, I briefly wished that no other would have to suffer like that.
 
   “Hang in there, Skradon!” The purple brute yelled, reaching into his pocket for something while rushing to his side.
 
   While unsure what he might have that would help, my mind analyzed the data and another plan rapidly filled in, my body reacting before I could consciously decide if it was worth the risk or if I should just bolt.
 
   I sprinted towards the burning dragon as well, seeing that a very bloody-faced taxi driver was crawling deeper into the ruined cab to get away from the building green fire.
 
   I rolled past the large purple brute, who was pulling out a small metal flask that sloshed. My first target was neither dragon but the knife, which had fallen just under the side of the vehicle when dropped.
 
   The knife which, from what had been said and what information I had on enchanted blades which devoured light, was a mind-stealing weapon. Some called it soul-stealing magic, but the point usually was not to destroy an individual’s soul. Such magics were so vile that using them resulted in deadly consequences for the user as well as the victim. If all the dragon was going to use it for was to kill a witness to whatever they had planned for me, then I couldn’t see him using such strong magic.
 
   So a blade that removed memory or otherwise blocked magic to recover information from a dead individual seemed much more likely to the tactical part of my brain.
 
   If not, I wasn’t sure I was going to live past today already, so the magic consequences did not scare me as perhaps they should have.
 
   My tail wrapped around the hilt of the knife as the large purple dragon splashed some of the liquid from his flask onto the burning form of his friend.
 
   The flames died instantly, though the screaming continued to come from the smoking form.
 
   Transferring the dagger to my hand, I stood up and stepped up beside the brute as he knelt beside his burnt partner.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” the large dragon said softly, just before I slid the blade into the back of his skull, where brain met spine. It went in like the thick scales were no more than water, and the huge male went limp immediately.
 
   I watched him slide off the blade and felt remorse.
 
   I’m not sure why it hit right then, but it did not stop me from quickly silencing the screaming form of the burnt dragon.
 
   I’d like to think the second killing was one of mercy, but I’m not sure. I’d like to think that what I did was my only option, but I recognize that belief for the lie of comfort it is.
 
   While they had no problem causing the accident they used to capture me and were going to kill the cab driver, I had gotten free. I imagine – though there is no way I can ever know – from the actions of the larger dragon, that he cared enough about his partner, he would have remained to make sure he got help rather than coming after me.
 
   It just appeared, from his actions and the last words he said, that he felt regret for me having caused him to burn his friend.
 
   Now, another part of me realized that after he had made sure his friend was going to survive, the vengeance that would follow from the purple dragon would have been all the worse.
 
   “Oh please don’t kill me too,” the driver whimpered from inside the far side of his ruined cab. “I’m so sorry I brought you this way … they said they would pay me a year’s salary. I had no idea this would happen.”
 
   I leaned down to look in at him. His muzzle was bloody and had light burns on it, not from the green flames the purple dragon breathed, but probably from the airbag being deployed.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked him.
 
   “Yeah, yeah, buddy. All good here,” he stammered, terrified.
 
   “Are you going to be able to get help here?”
 
   “Oh yeah, radio…” he looked quickly at the middle of his dash. My eyes followed and saw the meter and the radio under it were both wrecked from the accident. “Well, dispatch will have gotten the signal that there’s been a wreck. With no response from my radio, there’s already got to be help on the way. Ambulance, fire, police…”
 
   “Good. And you’ll be fine waiting for them alone?” I asked.
 
   He nodded, eyes never leaving the dark knife in my paw.
 
   “One last question, before I leave,” I said, calmly. “You said that ‘they’ would pay you to come this way. Who are ‘they’?”
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   Endless loop of growing doubt
 
    
 
   I didn’t wait around for the authorities to arrive, but started jogging in the direction David said would get me back to the laboratory. 
 
   Not only did I have my mission to complete, and a full debriefing of what works and doesn’t work in my programming, I also had to warn Father about the fact that outsiders knew of my existence and were hunting for me. While I did not know the size or number of groups that were after me, I had managed to get a name from David.
 
   Crimson Perch.
 
   The name didn’t bring anything up from the data that had been downloaded in my brain, but the cab driver had assured me it was a large corporation run by dragons. Father needed to know that this organization had sent the two-dragon team after me. Crimson Perch might also be behind the malfunction that sent me to the trap in the alleyway, but there was not enough data for me to know that for sure. There could easily be a second group trying to hunt me down as well.
 
   The dragon I stole the breath from had known, somehow, that I was created in a lab, but he had admitted uncertainty to my purpose. The purple dragon had referred to me as a ‘weapon’. The difference might be as simple as the dragons of the second attempt having heard of what I did to the first, or the two attacks could be from different sources.
 
   Either way it was frightening to know that the secret of my origin – a secret my programming and training had been firm about needing to remain a secret, was already compromised. Not only did individuals know I was not a real individual, but the dragons believed I had been created as a weapon.
 
   Of course, with how quickly my programming came up with the fatal solution to the attempted kidnapping, I wasn’t sure if that label was as wrong as I had hoped the first time I had heard it applied to me.
 
   I hoped I would be given a chance to have a long conversation with Father about my purpose and creation. It might come to pass that during my debriefing I would be considered unsalvageable, so would get none of my own questions answered before being destroyed. I had been outside the lab for only a matter of hours, and had potentially destroyed any chance of being able to gather more dragon’s breath. I’d already had my secret origin revealed by individuals hunting me. Furthermore, I was generating a growing number of concerns about gaps in my programming and training and had a list of questions about who and what I was. Concerns were even beginning to form about my purpose.
 
   Despite having successfully gathered a full charge – meeting my mission parameters in that one respect – I felt like a failure with inadequate programming and woefully incomplete training.
 
   After jogging twelve blocks there was a rumble of thunder that intruded in my thoughts briefly. The noise brought me out of my concerns only long enough to note that I was starting to move out of the warehouse district and into the older low-income residential area that would eventually lead to the neighborhood holding Father’s laboratory.
 
   I kept jogging, paying just enough attention to my surroundings to avoid the traffic while thoughts continued shifting and better organizing themselves for my upcoming report.
 
   I had left the blade behind. I hoped that David could be trusted to hand it over to the police as he said he would. I had known it was a great risk, since he had betrayed me by putting me where tonight’s second attack occurred, but with his cab in ruins around him I trusted he would not be so quick to continue his dishonesty.
 
   I had also felt a brief concern that he might still be a target by those who thought he knew too much, but hadn’t been able to come up with any solution that wouldn’t pull him deeper into potential danger. I had to hope the city authorities could take care of his safety.
 
   Certainly, I had felt the risk of leaving him the weapon had been worth taking. Even though I had been the one who used the weapon on the two dragons, the blade might be able to give the authorities enough information they could put a stop to the attacks on me from that angle.
 
   Also, I was very uncomfortable around the thing’s magic. Something like that was a useful tool, but as my own actions had just proven, tools can be taken away and used against their original wielders. I had no idea how far back it might have stolen memories from, but I only had three days’ worth to steal. I didn’t want that thing around me at all.
 
   What I did want was to call Jake and have him come help me.
 
   I didn’t know that he would be able to. I assumed he would likely continue to try and talk me out of continuing my mission, but I had grown tired of having only my own thoughts to bounce off of each other. I longed for a trusted individual’s opinion to help keep me from falling into an endless loop of growing doubt.
 
   I wanted to see and touch the handsome blue dragon as well, if I were perfectly honest with myself.
 
   Which was a problem in and of itself. I was not supposed to develop attachments to any dragon, and yet I could see myself acting as if I had been seduced by the young blue dragon. I was programmed to be able to do the seducing, and I had thought the knowledge of how to use a dragon’s emotions to get them attached to me would have made me proof against becoming attached.
 
   Honestly, I had even had times during training when I was not sure I had the capability of experiencing the emotions of love and compassion. They had just been concepts and definitions, downloaded into my head.
 
   I had not been alarmed by or discouraged Jake’s touch. I had analyzed his body language and later his behavior. Those actions of his had led me to understand that Jake was simply a very social dragon.
 
   Some species of furs, like wolves and even rats, are usually very touch-oriented creatures, gaining comfort and strength from casual, personal touches with others. Some of those species would even grow sick or weak without regular touching from other creatures. Dragons, as a species, tended to be fine with very little touching, but there is always a range, so I had not been concerned about allowing him to be close physically.
 
   Even without the jolt.
 
   Which, the longer I was without it, the more I realized it had been something I had found comfort in as well.
 
   None of Jake’s actions had raised any alarms, because my programming is designed to get dragons just like him to trust me and allow me to get in close enough to take their breath. He was acting as I had been made to believe he should.
 
   Unfortunately, I was acting very similarly towards him, as he was towards me.
 
   That was not supposed to happen, and I was not sure why it had.
 
   Perhaps more concerning, despite being able to see that I had become so attached to him that I had allowed him to slam me against a wall earlier without thought to stopping him, I only felt mild concern. And that concern was not strong, despite being like an alarm in my programming – a warning that I had been compromised.
 
   That mild warning to keep away from him did not hold anything comparable to the desire to be around him.
 
   But I didn’t have any way to reach him just yet, which seemed another great failing of getting me prepared for this mission.
 
   Everyone else seemed to operate by communication spell or radio or phone. The folks outside the lab could all call in help or a ride or any other number of things. I had no means of even reaching the lab for back-up. I knew Golem had been able to call out, but I didn’t have any knowledge of how to call there. Even if I found a phone, I would not be able to call for assistance from the lab.
 
   I could call Jake, though.
 
   At twenty eight blocks from the accident, I paused to look at the skyline, hoping to catch sight of anything recognizable. In the distance of maybe twenty or so blocks ahead and a few to the left, I could see the clock tower of the laboratory.
 
   Feeling rejuvenated, knowing my goal was within easy reach, I picked up the pace and started a healthy run down the sidewalk.
 
   The blocks of apartments and the occasional small restaurant or coffee shop rolled past me.
 
   There was very little car traffic on the street, though it was late enough in the night, I guessed that maybe the quiet street was normal. There weren’t a lot of late night businesses like dance clubs or bars. Some of the restaurants appeared to be open still, but since they were in a light residential area, they could possibly make enough business from foot traffic even at this hour.
 
   My inexperience with this neighborhood specifically combined with my ignorance of how things worked outside of the lab in general had me pushing aside the slight worry that was forming at seeing so few furs and scales in the area.
 
   About four blocks from the lab, I paused to get a better look at my options.
 
   I could continue running back – as if I were jogging – though I was dressed much more for a night out on the town relaxing than exercising. I didn’t want to draw a lot of attention to me running to the lab, even if there had been very little notice of me jogging down the sidewalk so far. So perhaps, it would pay to more leisurely stroll the last few blocks.
 
   Down a side road some activity caught my eye. Four intersections that way, which would either be the street the lab was on or maybe the one just before that road, a small crowd had gathered. They were all standing in the middle of the street, looking in the direction of Father’s lab. I saw a couple of flashes of bright light come from devices in the paws of two different furs.
 
   I didn’t know if I wanted to approach such a curious group, but it might also be wise to figure out what held them so interested in the area I needed to reach.
 
   I began walking in that direction, wiping the sweat that my long jog had created from my brow.
 
   One block closer I could tell there was a great deal of interest in the group, with several pointing and three with recording devices of one type or another. One wolf had a video camera. At two and a half blocks away, I could see what looked like a patch on the wolf’s jacket that read, “Action Pack 6 News.” He was shooting something as another wolf spoke into a microphone.
 
   My pulse raced. This was not simple tourists seeing something odd. When I reached one block away, a rabbit and a feline from the group suddenly bolted, running out of sight directly away from the laboratory. Two seconds later, another rabbit, a fox and a kangaroo also ran. The bunny followed the other of his kind, while the other two furs ran down the street in my direction.
 
   “Zack,” I heard a hiss from behind me. Looking over my shoulder, I saw the lynx I had met outside Father’s lab, standing in the shadowed doorway of an apartment building.
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   Good question
 
    
 
   “Come here, boy,” the lynx said. “There’s trouble down near where we met earlier. If you’re headed that way, hell, even if you aren’t, you don’t want to be on the streets of the neighborhood right now. Come in and have some tea with me until this all blows over.”
 
   I stood there a few seconds as the fox and kangaroo bounded past.
 
   “They’ve got guns!” the fox yipped as he ran down the street, just before a crack of gunfire sounded back the way he came.
 
   “Seriously, Zack. Big guy like you will be an early target.” the lynx said.
 
   Knowing folks were out to get me, but not who all they might be, I hesitated. Grant knew I came out of the laboratory. He didn’t necessarily know what the building held. No one should. But it worried me.
 
   Another gunshot and a howl of pain from down the street decided me, however. 
 
   That was an obvious threat.
 
   With a nod I followed the lynx inside and up some stairs, hopefully to his apartment rather than another trap.
 
   “Do you mind if I keep the lights off?” Grant asked me as he opened the door to an apartment at the end of the hall on the fourth floor.
 
   The unusual nature of the question made me pause instead of answering immediately.
 
   “I can see with the light reflected in from the street. I have also been staying here long enough I know where everything is. Not that there’s a lot of clutter,” the lynx said, echoing a similar thought I had upon seeing the place.
 
   It was very sparsely furnished, with no decoration I could make out even with the light of the hallway assisting my excellent night vision as I walked in.
 
   “I’m okay with that,” I replied, looking at the windows on two sides of the front room, one looking over the street I had been walking on just minutes ago as I approached the crowd. The other – and more important to me – was the one looking over the neighboring two-story buildings to show a good view of the clock tower.
 
   There were several large beams of light playing over the sides, and I could see, even at this distance, multiple individuals walking around both inside, where the windows that were normally dark this time of night were all lit up, and outside, on the narrow walkways and balconies outside each level.
 
   “You have any idea what that’s all about?” Grant asked, walking through an open archway into what appeared to be a small kitchen off to the side. There was a little flickering light coming from that room and I could make out soft speech from someone else as the lynx opened some cupboards and pulled out a kettle.
 
   “No…” I whispered, surprised at how scared my voice sounded even though I was feeling the fear and anxiety sending chills through my every nerve.
 
   My hearing was able to catch several snippets of what the other voice was saying. “…just lost our live feed… shots fired … unsure if our people are safe … away from the area, as … no word from police …time we don’t know … well armed and have yet to be identified …”
 
   I realized that I wasn’t the only target tonight. They were trying to get into Father’s lab.
 
   “I have to make sure he’s okay,” I said softly, steeling myself for going over there. I didn’t imagine I would be able to make it, but not trying seemed unacceptable.
 
   Turning around, I noticed that Grant had walked back into the room I was in. “Are you worried about your uncle?”
 
   I nodded as I moved towards the door. “I have to make sure he’s okay.”
 
   “They haven’t found him yet,” Grant said walking over to stand in front of the door leading outside. “From their radio chatter, I believe they are hoping you will go over there so they have something to lure him out of hiding.”
 
   My ears flattened against my skull at his words, and I narrowed my eyes. It was obvious Mr. Trust was hoping to stop me from leaving, but I wondered how much he really knew. “How do you know what they’re talking about on their radios?”
 
   The lynx quietly stared at me for a few seconds before answering, “I need some information if I’m going to spill mine. You willing to share?”
 
   My whiskers twitched as I considered just pushing him aside and leaving, but the sound of a couple more gunshots shook my confidence. Dragons with electric elemental energy, I felt confident I could come out winning against. Various furs with modern, military firearms would drop me quick and hard.
 
   If I were going to have a chance of saving Father, I needed more information.
 
   “Yes,” I growled, before turning around. I walked up and put my nose against the window, as if that extra inch might help me clearly see those who swarmed the old fort and clock tower.
 
   “I’m not sure that they are either looking or would be able to see you through the glass since it’s darker in here than out there, but your white fur might reflect enough light to let them. You might want to stand a step or three back from the window while looking out, Zack.”
 
   I grunted, stepping back two feet.
 
   “In answer to your question,” Grant continued, “I’ve got a spell that lets me hear their magic and radio communications sympathetically so that there’s no direct contact or signal tied to me listening in for them to trace back.”
 
   “Why would you have that?” I asked. That seemed like a very powerful spell to have if you didn’t have a use for it normally.
 
   “It’s not your turn, Zack” Grant said, sharp teeth reflecting a little more light than his multicolored fur. “I will answer your question, unless you want to change it, after you tell me, what does your uncle look like?”
 
   “Huh?” I asked, not expecting that kind of question.
 
   “Dr. Newdent, the uncle you said you were visiting,” Grant clarified. “You’ve seen him, I haven’t. Please describe what he looks like.”
 
   My downloaded memory stuttered slightly as if it were having trouble figuring out what to pull up to help me answer this question. 
 
   I realized that I had never actually seen Father. I had some images in my mind, pictures of the rat thirty to forty years ago. My programming supplied the words for a description for him, which would be how the rat in the images looked like now. But in the three days since emerging into the world, Father had never been with me in person. I had never actually seen him, only heard him through speakers throughout the testing area or on the golem.
 
   “He’s five foot ten inches tall, platinum white fur with pink eyes which are sensitive and nearsighted enough that he always wears Nocturlight goggles. He’s right handed, talks with a mild accent from somewhere in Eastern Dragonreach,” I spilled out, saying what had been downloaded. Why hadn’t Father seen me in person?
 
   “So you…” Grant began, but cut himself short. “Sorry, it’s so easy to fall prey to asking follow-up questions. It’s your turn.”
 
   Questions filled my mind, but most of them I doubted that the lynx would be able to answer, which helped me decide what to go ahead and ask. “Why are you interested in Dr. Newdent?”
 
   The lynx peered up at me briefly, head tilting slightly to the side and left ear flicking slightly, “Good question. Since I want you to be honest with me, I’ll answer it. I’m a reporter, and I’m trying to figure out if your uncle is the same rat as a scientist and doctor of the same name and description who was supposedly killed in the final days of the Dire Wolf – Dragon War a quarter century ago. Or, if he isn’t, why he would be using the identity of the maker of the geno-fog that destroyed the black forest dragons.”
 
   I imagine my eyes might have rolled up in my skull from the amount of information that hit me in response to the terms “Dire Wolf – Dragon War,” “geno-fog,” and even “black forest dragons.”
 
   Strangely, different pictures of the same rat in my downloaded data as Dr. Newdent fluttered through my mind. He always wore fine clothing and shaded goggles, though the accessories and specifics often changed.
 
   Him in a white lab coat, cages with malnourished blackish green dragons behind him, one – screaming and alive – being sliced open with a glowing purple knife by Father.
 
   Still in a lab coat, though this one heavy leather and covered in multiple splashes of glowing substances as he takes notes on the effects a large cauldron of gas is having on chained up dragons of multiple colors.
 
   The white furred rat in black goggles bowing before a huge black furred wolf in a deep maroon military uniform, presenting the huge skull of a deep olive green dragon I recognized as the king of the Black Forest Dragons, whose murder at the hands of a servant had escalated the conflict between dire wolves and dragons of the area into a full-blown war.
 
   From earlier yet in his life there was a picture of him in rags, squinting pink eyes bare and unprotected, being whipped by a large black dragon. In the background, other white-furred rats, some still alive and bleeding, others dead, having been flayed alive, hung from chains attached to tall wooden crossbeams.
 
   There were dozens of other pictures, each its own horror. Mostly with a proud, older Dr. Newdent, hard at work destroying dragons – usually the dark-green ones who were black forest dragons, but occasionally others as well. Some were of him assisting dire wolf soldiers in killing the dragons. A few were of him building and testing weapons powerful enough to shred the scales from a dragon’s flesh.
 
   Other than the one where he was whipped, no pictures of him younger than where he presented the wolves with the dragon’s head showed itself in my mind.
 
   But there was one other odd image.
 
   Half buried under snow, a white furred rat’s body lay broken in a pool of dark red ice. Nearby, his signature shaded goggles rested, one lens cracked.
 
   “Father?” I said, seeing that last image.
 
   The facts that followed the images filled my mind with all of the torture that the black forest dragon clan perpetrated on the other fur clans of the area. The dire wolves, the ravens, and the Rat clans all suffered greatly under the dragon’s rule, and neighboring countries cried out for the terror to stop, but it was the assassination of the dragons’ king by one of his servants that made the clans move against the dragons. Both because the retribution would be so great that several, if not all, the other races’ clans would never recover, or else because it put the leading clan in disarray that might never be there to take advantage of again.
 
   The war was cold and brutal, lasting almost a decade and a half. The traitorous servant – Father – helped turn the tide of the war several times. The black forest dragon clan kept calling in support from other clans of dragons, only to have a new weapon get developed for the wolves.
 
   While they won the war and put a stop to the cruelty the dragons of the area had shown to their servants, Father’s atrocities made the whippings he had suffered as a child seem tame.
 
   In the end, it was the horrible poisons and diseases like the geno-fog – a mist that killed specifically by species – that made the rest of the world step up and put an end to those who supported and worked with Dr. Newdent.
 
   He had died at the last large battle – the deciding one of the war – struck by part of a collapsing building and shrapnel from a near-by artillery spell blowing up his lab. It was several months before the land was safe enough from leftover munitions and poisons to enter and verify the final death counts and make sure no fur had escaped into bunkers. The recovery crews found his crumpled body as well as several prototype clones and golems – all of which were deemed unsafe and destroyed rather than studied.
 
   But if all of that information were true, then who created me?
 
   “Are you okay?” Grant asked, pulling my thoughts out of the archives in my skull.
 
   “I… am not sure. I had… I had no idea,” I shook my head, trying to get my thoughts to either line up and be orderly or at least slow down.
 
   Part of me worried about why I even had such information buried so deeply in what was downloaded. None of it would help me complete my mission or interact with the world around me better. There was no reason to give me the images or data that I could see.
 
   “Do you need anything to drink?” the lynx asked, making me realize that the kettle was whistling back in the kitchen.
 
   “No,” I said, nodding my head yes, before shaking it to negate that and saying, “yes… um. I’m going to sit down. Tea sounds … maybe?”
 
   “Yeah, big guy, sit down, breathe, relax. I’ll fix you up with some tea and you can tell me what that anxiety attack was all about. Then, hopefully, we can figure out what’s going on over there.”
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   The knowledge might have been hidden
 
    
 
   I was not pleased to see my paw shake slightly as I accepted the cup of tea from Grant.
 
   “You sure you’re okay, Zack?” the lynx asked as I took a sip of the hot tea. “While I’ll admit I’ve had some panicked reactions from folks when I reveal I’m a reporter, it is usually followed by them either high tailing it away from the nosy reporter, or making threats.”
 
   “You have suggested my uncle is an escaped war criminal. I don’t know enough about either rat to be able to refute or confirm that allegation, little lone what it means if it’s true.” I said, setting the cup down and clasping my paws in front of my stomach to try and get them to stop shaking. “Maybe you can fill me in on the war criminal, since I imagine you’ve done a lot of research.”
 
   The lynx didn’t respond at first, his right ear twitching as an announcer on whatever device he had running in the next room warned folks to stay away from the area. Eventually, Grant looked away from my gaze, head barely nodding.
 
   “I suppose you should know what I have found out,” the reporter finally said. “As much as Dr. Newdent is reviled for the weapons he created, the specifics have been buried pretty deeply. His name might be tossed out when folks talk about the horrible means magic and science can be twisted to, but information about the rat himself has been lost or locked up.”
 
   Figuring that the lynx would reveal more if I let him tell it in his own way, I did not press when he paused to run a paw over his head between his ears.
 
   “It’s believed, though no official documents exist to prove it, that the rat who would become known as Dr. Newdent was born about sixty four years ago in East Dragonreach,” Grant said, turning to start pacing back and forth.
 
   “A sickly child from birth, the albino rat might have died if his parents were not trusted senior house staff for a minor noble family of black forest dragons. Being able to sleep inside a dark corner of the main house was better than the shacks the servants working the fields got, but it also meant that the dragons became aware of his high intelligence at an early age.”
 
   My interior database supplied the gruesome statistic that five out of seven offspring born to fieldworker slaves did not live to their first birthday.
 
   “The dragons he served pushed him at all times to develop his knowledge and to put it to good use – ‘good use’ being defined as valuable to his dragon masters.” As he paced, the lynx focused on either the wall or the ceiling, as if he was having to pull the information from notes only he could see there.
 
   “The young Newdent struggled continually to apply his genius in ways that would please the dragons who could easily heap untold pain and suffering on him and his family. He learned a great deal from them and was instrumental in several of their projects. Still, the black forest dragons pushed him hard, wanting him to learn and discover new things so that he could bring more glory and power to themselves.”
 
   I felt a deep, dark rage as thoughts of how it must have felt to have dragons threatening his family seemed to take life from images and facts pulled from the database in my head. 
 
   “Several times,” Grant continued, seemingly so focused on telling Dr. Newdent’s story that he didn’t react to me closing my eyes and trying to slow my breathing, “a more powerful dragon noble would learn of the white rat who could create miracle breakthroughs, and the rodent would change hands for money or protection from treachery. Eventually, he was working for the highest levels of the kingdom.”
 
   The power of the anger that swept through me was surprising, and I was happy I had started the exercises to calm myself immediately. That such individuals had existed and caused such pain, death and worry was concerning, but developing a hatred so hot and strong as what was trying to bubble up was incredibly counter-productive.
 
   All of my training and programing said that high emotions should be funneled and used to constructively fuel efforts, not allowed to burn out of control and thereby take control of me.
 
   “Finally,” Grant continued, shaking his head slightly, “both the perfect opportunity and the right level of hatred for his masters came about. The abused genius turned on his masters when that opportunity presented itself and the world still seems to be feeling echoes from this act. At a weapon’s testing, the rat managed to kill the king of the black forest dragons and top military minds with a carefully planned ‘misfire.’ Newdent then took the royal dragon’s severed skull, and used a secretly constructed transportation device to escape during the ensuing chaos. He quickly joined with the underground resistance of the time, which was led by the dire wolves.”
 
   The slow breathing and calming routines helped me greatly, though the elation that I felt for being able to control this emotion seemed an oddly intense reaction to have about controlling my feelings.
 
   “In the resistance’s labs,” the lynx continued, “Dr. Newdent used everything he had learned and discovered during his time working in the dragon’s superior labs and combined it with an utter lack of morality the dire wolves had no trouble allowing so long as it gave them new weapons to unleash against their draconian foes.”
 
   Unexpectedly, a list of project names zipped through my mind quickly. None of them meant anything to me, and I was hoping to be able to better focus on Grant’s knowledge of the rat that might be Father, so I didn’t dig into any of them, focusing instead on the lynx’s words.
 
   “Combining a little magic with a lot of science, he worked on many biological weapons, trying to target them specifically at dragons. He saw some success. He also drew up modifications to spells that were based off things that he had discovered while working within scientific methods. These hybrid theories worked to varying degrees of success, the two lines of analysis not always meshing.”
 
   But they should, I thought – though I have no idea where the thought came from.
 
   “As the war continued, Dr. Newdent began to worry about being unable to finish his work and see the day when the black forest dragons would be extinct. Using the dire wolves’ concerns that their own forces would reach a point of losing so many wolves that they too would face extinction from no longer having a viable breeding population, Dr. Newdent gained funding, resources and test subjects to research two possible solutions to the problem of dwindling population from war casualties.” Grant stopped pacing and looked over at me.
 
   “Dr. Newdent believed that cloning would allow wolves, rats and ravens to maintain a strong fighting force and allow soldiers to fight and die until all the dragons were dead and gone, without threatening their own species with extinction.”
 
   I’m not sure if he was looking for a certain reaction from me, but the only expression I presented was that of an apt listener, so he continued both speaking and pacing, once more staring at notes only he could see.
 
   “This line of research failed to see his intended goal of generating stable entities before the end of the war. This is not to say that the line of research had been without impact. Newdent developed several means of augmenting soldiers with things he learned during testing, and had begun being able to grow new life at an accelerated rate from eggs and sperm harvested from living donors. This science was one of the few areas that resulted in – through careful study of recovered equipment and notes – publicly known benefit. Discoveries he made during the war have increased the ability of modern doctors to save many premature infants and help them grow up healthy.”
 
   This certainly seemed to be similar technology to what I was grown in. I knew I was not a clone, as I knew what all DNA went into making me – but I was grown quickly.
 
   “The rapid maturation technology and the beginnings of genetic engineering were either lost or any gains recovered were hidden from general public knowledge,” the reporter continued. “The tone of the world right after the war had been such that anyone claiming to have the ability to rapidly grow a genetically engineered army of soldiers would have the world uniting to put a stop to them – much as it did to stop Dr. Newdent.”
 
   I wondered at his comment that the knowledge might have been hidden. That allowed the possibility that Father was not Dr. Newdent, but just someone who followed his work and had the knowledge to make me. Evidently, there was good reason for Father’s desire to keep my creation hidden. The world was trying to stop him.
 
   “The second line of research had to do with improving golems,” the reporter said, leading my mind to start wondering about the one who had raised me. “Efforts were made to make them more sturdy and reliable weapons. Research was also done looking into their being able to take on training, knowledge, and the ability to learn and reason like a living fur. Newdent had some success with generating more powerful war golems, but by the end of the war the doctor was still unable to transfer or copy intelligence from trained, living beings into the things, and the ability to learn rather than be programmed never saw any progress.”
 
   I wondered about Golem. It was certainly heavy and sturdy, but there was nothing about it I would describe as warlike. It moved with a careful, slow precision. There were no weapons built into it like there were in room leading outside. Just because Father had Golem for a servant, it didn’t mean he was the same Dr. Newdent as Grant described. If he were, wouldn’t some of the weapons built into the walls of the entrance have been placed on Golem?
 
   “The rat was working on his weapons and theories until the last days of the war he had played a large part in starting. His last, most secure lab was hit with everything that the opposition had been able to gather in response to the total annihilation of an entire species of dragons could find. The resulting fallout from the combined weaponry used against the facility – as well as the items inside – meant it was over a third of a year before teams could approach to make sure nothing had escaped. Dr. Newdent’s body was found and the world breathed a sigh of relief as his work and experiments were brought to an end.”
 
   Grant stopped pacing, turning to look directly at me as he finished those words. I wondered if that was also the end of his story. If so, it had me wondering why he was still looking for the rat today.
 
   “At least,” the lynx finally continued when I didn’t offer anything, “that is the official end of his story. And while I can find folks who were able to tell me about a segment or two of his earlier years, if any of the crew that found his body still live, they’ve completely disappeared. The only thing that exists to support the claim are classified documents and poor copies of a bad picture that reveal a dead rat that might have been Dr. Newdent. And when the official story is unable to stand up to close scrutiny because all they let you see is slivers of truth and lots of hearsay, well, conspiracy theories start popping up like weeds. It’s chasing one of those that brought me to meeting you outside the old fort those forces are swarming around.”
 
   I was about to ask for detail, forgetting that silence had won me the detailed answer I had just received when the lynx held up his paw. “My turn to ask a question. I let you get the last one because I did ask if you were okay, but I need some truth from you now, Zack.”
 
   Scowling and worried about what he would ask and if he would be able to tell if I were lying, I nodded, “Your question, then.”
 
   “When I answered your question about why I was interested in your uncle, as you were reacting to my answer about being a reporter, you said, ‘Father.’ Who is the person you mentioned at that point?”
 
   I felt my eyes widen in surprise – and saw that he caught that reaction. Grant knew he had hit upon something interesting.
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   Several threads came together
 
    
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?” I asked, trying to buy time to figure out how to answer the lynx.
 
   “I won’t know until you answer the question,” Grant stated flatly. “So why haven’t you answered it?”
 
   I opened my mouth to start coming up with some fictional story about the fictional male in my back story who was supposedly my Pa, but seeing the slight narrowing of the lynx’s eyes, figured he could see the lie forming clearly. I had to be very careful. Pa was not ‘Father,’ and trying to say it was so would be a lie. I needed to tell the truth, but not reveal too much.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I did my best, “I’m not supposed to talk about it, which is why I’m having trouble answering your question. But you have done right by answering mine, so I guess it’s okay, but I want you to promise you won’t tell anyone. I don’t want this secret getting out so that everyone knows.”
 
   The lynx sat down with a sigh, “Zack, I can’t promise you that. All I can say is that secrets have a bad habit of coming out when you least want them to. Whatever it is, the best I can do is say that I will treat your confidence with a lot more respect than the people invading the building your uncle is in. While I value the truth, I value my informant’s safety as well. I will never name you as the person who told me a secret, and I will do my best to treat it with the respect it deserves, but if it is something that the world needs to know, I will keep digging until I find it another way – so wouldn’t you rather you told me your side of the story?”
 
   Unable to meet Grant’s eyes, I nodded as I looked out the window. “The rat I call ‘Father’ is the same as who I tell folks is my uncle. I don’t know much about him and had never suspected him of being a war criminal until you started asking questions. The thought of him being that rat startled me enough that combined with my desire to find out what is going on made me call out like I did.”
 
   I drank the rest of my tea, which resulted in the lynx pouring me a refill. We sat in silence for a few moments until the feline smiled, “Thank you for your honesty, and it’s your turn to ask a question if you want to continue.”
 
   I sipped a little of the second cup, trying to pull my thoughts back together to form a good question. I didn’t like playing this game right now, but I also wanted more information before I went back to confront Father and ask who he was.
 
   “You said it wasn’t the official story, which ended at the same time the Dire Wolf – Dragon War, of Dr. Newdent that you followed here. Which story are you following?”
 
   The reporter chuckled, shaking his head, “The quick answer would be whatever story the clues led me to, but that would be a poor answer to give. I’m chasing a conspiracy, which by its very nature has not revealed itself completely to me. Unfortunately, it could be one of many, and I won’t know the truth until I get to the end.”
 
   I sat silently, expecting the lynx to leave his answer at that, but hoping he would continue and give some more details.
 
   Grant almost out waited my patience, but did surprise me by continuing. “With so much covered up about his research and supposed death, there’s multiple conspiracy theories that are out there. I’m not following one over the others, so much as trying to figure out what the truth actually is. A lot of it is disproving the wilder theories, but there’s plenty that still exist and can’t be ruled out.”
 
   The reporter refilled both our teas again and took a drink before continuing. “Some believe that while it wouldn’t work with golems, Dr. Newdent did manage to complete copying or even transferring intelligence between living subjects, so put himself in the mind of one of the many who fled the area during the attack. Other theories suggest that he had managed at least one viable clone, which was the body found at his lab, allowing him to escape without being hunted down. Some of them suggest that he was actually captured and doing work for one government or corporation or another. But in the end, if any of these are true, then there should be a trail. I’ve been trying to follow possible trails. I have yet to find one that’s led to anything more than a fragment of research stolen or copied, and usually some government or corporation is swooping in to close things down before I can find out anything useful.”
 
   My brow furrowed as I pondered what he said. Obviously, someone was trying to shut down Father’s laboratory. That evidently did not mean that Father was the same Dr. Newdent that was in the Dire Wolf – Dragon War, but then, why would he have placed so much of that knowledge in me and use that name.
 
   “Which doesn’t mean that any of the conspiracies about the old rat being alive still are true,” the reporter continued. “The official story could be right, and the cover-up created to keep crackpots who want to follow the same lines of research from having better information to start from. And don’t think that Dr. Newdent was the only one who did villainous deeds. It was war, and both sides had their own atrocities. The winners are just better able to defend themselves in public opinion. Some even think the conspiracies are their doing. So long as everyone – both those who were alive during the war, and those who were born since – has heard one or more crazy tale about how the rodent scientist that developed the plague that caused an entire species of dragons to go extinct is still alive and plotting somewhere in the world, then they don’t focus as much on all the crazy individuals that went to work for governments and corporations.”
 
   Grant was acting much more animated as he continued, “Here in Aeonston, for the first time, several threads came together. Dr. Newdent’s name came up while investigating strange purchases of medical supplies and equipment. Further research discovered other orders of high tech equipment and everything delivered to an address with no one there to sign for it, but obviously, the stuff had been moved between shipments.  Following the money had quickly ended in a maze of accounts throughout not only the entire range of the Dragonreach Mountains, but multiple offshore corporations. Every line of inquiry I followed dead-ended eventually with red tape, uncooperative banks and ‘lost records.’ But that doesn’t mean much, since most folks use those banks when wanting to hide money and its origins, not just old war criminals.”
 
   Unsure how any of this could prove who Father was, it did surprise me that the name was used in relation to the equipment deliveries. I had thought, and as it applied to my cover story also hoped, that he was more careful than to have used a name that would send up such an obvious alarm.
 
   “So while I have yet to find any solid evidence of what is happening over there,” Grant said, gesturing outside the window at the clock tower, “the raid tonight, combined with the level of hostility shown when chasing onlookers off, suggests I was right to get this apartment and keep tabs on the place. I just wish I’d had more time.”
 
   Taking a few swallows of tea, the lynx’s eyes never left me. “I would like to think you could give me some insight of if the work done in there is by the actual Dr. Newdent, or by someone following in his footsteps, Zack.”
 
   Since I have never seen my Father in person, I had no means to clear up the matter.
 
   There was every possibility that I had been created by an individual or small team of scientists hiding who they were and riding Dr. Newdent’s old war research. It seemed foolish for them to be hiding their identities behind his name, but just as unbelievable that the rat himself would not have assumed a false name as well.
 
   I could see myself as possible evidence that some of his research had been found and used, or at least rediscovered. Certainly, the dragons seemed to think I was potentially that dangerous.
 
   With everything that happened during my creation and then the last three days of training, I could certainly believe that the body found at the end of the war in his lab was a failed clone. It had only needed to appear close enough for its ruined body to pass for Dr. Newdent. While there was no suggestion he used body doubles, wouldn’t that have been kept secret, just like the conspiracy theorists believed? Heck, once a fur realized I had been created in a laboratory from scratch, wouldn’t it become easier to believe most of the wilder conspiracy theories Grant had heard?
 
   For that matter, one of the governments fighting against the dire wolves at the end of the war might have found Dr. Newdent alive and decided to keep him and hide him while supporting his research. Though as I pondered that possibility, I figured it had to be wrong, someone with that much power would neither have allowed parts to be ordered with his name, nor have allowed me to go out of the lab as I had.
 
   “I want to ask what you are thinking right now, Zack, but I’d rather hear what your uncle is doing over there that has gotten him so much attention.” Grant said, interrupting my wild thoughts and fixing me with a firm, uncompromising gaze.
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   Destroyed if you can’t be captured
 
    
 
   I took a few deep breaths to calm myself, finishing off the tea before starting. “I’m not sure what he does. There’s a lot of space over there that I never had access to. He always seemed to be working in one lab or another. My time there was spent training. I was being tested to see if I could manage to do some work in Aeonston.”
 
   Pausing, I took another deep breath, looking up to see the reporter watching me from where he was refilling my tea. I hoped the lynx could be trusted. He had seemed very sincere when he said he would never give me up as a source, but I worried that it might not matter since the two attacks earlier tonight included dragons that thought me some kind of weapon. They had certainly identified me specifically as a threat. Between that and the attack on Father’s lab, I had no idea what the future was going to hold for me. I might never be safe around a dragon again.
 
   That realization saddened me greatly.
 
   Was Jake’s interest in me not personal, as I had thought, but as part of a mission of his own? Was he being told to keep tabs on me because Mr. Frostborn also thought I was a weapon?
 
   Grant must have taken my worried thoughts and expressions as a fault of his own, and as he set down my refilled cup, the lynx patted my shoulder. “If you’re not ready to tell me everything, I understand, Zack.”
 
   “I’ve been told not to share some things for my own safety,” I admitted, “which I thought I understood. Though with all of the things I am just now realizing I haven’t been told, I’m not sure my silence is the best course. I’m not sure who to trust, including myself at this point.”
 
   “That’s a question you’ll have to answer on your own, Zack. I hope you come to trust me, but in the end you have to listen to and trust your own instincts.”
 
   I wasn’t even sure, with all of the glitches so far tonight, that I could do that. Deciding it was my turn for a question, even if I didn’t completely answer the last one Grant asked, I decided to get information about the one foe I had a name for. “What can you tell me about an organization called the Crimson Perch?”
 
   The lynx stopped pacing, head tilting slightly to the side as he looked over at me. “The Crimson Perch? What do you mean?”
 
   While it felt like I was answering another question without getting one of my own, this information was important enough that I didn’t mind. “Someone who set me up to get kidnapped tonight told me he was paid to do so by a group he called the Crimson Perch. I’ve never heard of them, and was hoping you had.”
 
   Grant shook his head, a sad chuckle escaping him, “I’m sorry friend, no such thing exists that I’m aware of. If I had to guess, your informant was scared of the consequences if he told you who he was working for. The phrase ‘a crimson perch’ likely refers to a literary device used in some mysteries. Basically, there is an oddity that is just something odd and not a clue. The oddly colored fish exists only to distract from what is really going on.”
 
   My pulse pounded in my ears as they grew warm. I wasn’t sure if I was more embarrassed for having fallen for the obvious lie or angry that the minotaur had lied to me after I had saved his life. Though as I struggled to calm myself yet again, I realized I couldn’t be sure of his motives. David might have been misled himself. But if he hadn’t been, it meant he had been covering for the folks who had offered him money to drive me into the trap. I couldn’t see why he would feel any loyalty to those who almost killed him, so I assumed he had been lied to as well, but there was no way to be sure.
 
   And in any case, the cab driver was no longer my problem anyway.
 
   Grant’s ears and mine perked towards the back as we heard the voice of the announcer talk about how the city council had just sent out word that the corporate force was acting in full accordance with the security protocols of the government. They were conducting private and safe exercises in an area that had been cordoned off beforehand. The blackout of all video and communications was within their right and the viral videos of them using lethal force against non-combatants was vastly exaggerated slander.
 
   “What?” Grant growled, claws flexing as he rushed back to listen more closely. “Just five minutes ago you were shouting for justice and playing the tape showing the apparent shooting of their cameraman and reporter on the scene – on live video! How do you go from outcry to submission so fast?”
 
   The lynx stormed back into the room I had stayed in. “Now they’re claiming that there had been no unwarranted attack. This is how it happens. The corporation has enough money and power to not only buy off the right government officials, but to then make the networks hush up and bury what evidence there is too. This is why I’ve been trying to find out the truth, so that they can’t control the populace and get away with murder and deception!”
 
   I nodded as the lynx stomped over to glare out the window. “Every time this kind of tactic is allowed to succeed, it further cripples the media. Already the larger corporations with their private ‘security’ armies cause sentient-rights violations that the government is paid well to look the other way about. The country is on the verge of losing its ability to protect its citizens from abuse at the hands of the largest corporations, and it seems like every year more rights are given up. I just hope that enough people and other stations saw that footage already and it doesn’t all get yanked before reaching more media and law enforcement levels than can be bribed to turn a blind eye,” he snarled.
 
   “Are they all bad? The corporations?” I asked, thinking about the job I had been offered and wondering if Mr. Frostborn was one of those that did that sort of thing. It didn’t matter, as I didn’t expect I’d be able to accept the job offer, if it still existed – but I worried about Jake.
 
   “No,” Grant growled, “but enough of them are and the culture is so secretive – designed to benefit only the folks at the top – so it can be hard to tell sometimes.”
 
   “What about Mr. Frostborn?” I asked, then felt like I needed to explain. “I only ask because I was offered a job there earlier and wasn’t sure what to think.”
 
   “I can only guess at the powerful storm dragon’s motives,” the lynx replied. “But that said, he is one of the three most powerful beings in the city from a business perspective. Mr Frostborn has properties all through the nearby mountains, which made the dragon aware of more than just what happens in the city, even if his focus was centered in Aeonston. If I were you I would be very careful in any dealings you have with Mr. Frostborn, but then, that advice is always good, and worth repeating when dealing with dragons.”
 
   Which made it a solid possibility he had plans for me now, if he didn’t before. He might see me either as a useful tool or possible threat. The reporter’s advice sounded solid.
 
   “So you know,” the lynx said, stepping back from the window, “according to the chatter I’m tapped into, the corporate teams are getting discouraged over there. They haven’t found anything other than some nasty weapons at the entrances. They’ve lost blood and it is looking like it was for nothing. They can’t even track down the equipment they had believed was delivered there. They’re beginning to wonder if the trail was bad and are still hoping to find you to help them figure out what’s going on.”
 
   This news pleased me. Since they hadn’t found anything but the false offices and empty classrooms of the old stone building, Father and his true labs were safe. The abandoned fort turned church turned school turned offices was not the true lab. Yes, the forces were very close to it, as the true work was done several hundred feet under the basement.
 
   “Their plan at this time,” Grant continued, “is to finish securing the building so they can bring in more sensitive – and therefore expensive, so more valuable to them than the lives they’ve lost – equipment in to give the place one last very close look before they give up. They will be bringing in various seers as well for the same purpose.”
 
   I worried that this last sweep might find the hidden elevator.
 
   “How far out are they watching still, are they revealing that on their communications?” I asked, moving back over to the window. I couldn’t see any activity in the street below currently.
 
   “Surrounding two blocks are locked down, Zack. Why?” Grant answered, looking over at me.
 
   “I don’t know for sure who Father is,” I said. “He may be a horrible individual who doesn’t deserve my loyalty, but until I have proof of that being the case, I can’t let them find him. If they find me, maybe I can make them believe that I’m the one who has been using that alias. Perhaps I can get close enough to the folks driving the search for Father to remove the threat they pose. In any case, I can’t let them find him.”
 
   “See, the thing is they’re already looking for you. They’ve radioed your description and the fact that you’ve made three mercenary teams completely disappear. They see you as the weapon he made and a threat that must be destroyed if you can’t be captured. They’re ready to do either if you show up. They’re expecting it, even. They had figured out you were headed there,” Grant pointed at the clock tower, “when the third team failed to capture you and disappeared.”
 
   “Third team?” I backed away from the window, thinking very hard. “There was the failed teleport into the ally. That was where the first team I know of that tried to get me. Then there was the two who used the garbage truck to slam into the taxi I was taking home. That was the second. There’s not been a third. What do they mean, three teams?”
 
   Just before I turned to look at the lynx to see if he could give me any more information, I caught sight of a shadow moving out of the corner of my eye outside. I took a few steps over, to get a better angle out the window facing the direction I came from, and saw movement on the top of the roof two buildings over.
 
   My breath caught as I saw the shadow move into a little better light. 
 
   “What?” Grant asked.
 
   As if speaking too loudly might draw his attention, I whispered, “What are you doing here Jake?”
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   We’re not talking about asses yet
 
    
 
   “Does this building have roof access?” I asked, turning the face the lynx.
 
   “Yes, why?” he responded.
 
   “Where?” I demanded, moving towards the apartment’s door.
 
   “I need to know what you’re planning on doing before I tell you,” Grant said, stepping towards the door himself.
 
   “Look,” I growled, turning to face and advance on him. I didn’t want to intimidate the reporter, but if I had to use my large size and strength to make him understand, I would. “Right now, no one knows you’re associated with me. You’re still safe. I don’t want that to change, so you will remain here and tell me how to get to the roof. Right now.”
 
   “You just take the stairs we took up to this floor on up past the next one to the roof,” the lynx said. “But you’re not going alone. Danger won’t stop me from seeing the truth so I can make sure it gets out there to the people.”
 
   “No, Grant, I won’t risk you.” I snarled, looking down in his face.
 
   “It’s not your decision to make, Zack.”
 
   Releasing a sigh, I gently set my palms on the smaller male’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, Grant,” I said softly.
 
   “It’s okay, I get folks trying to –”
 
   A quick, low level release of the elemental electricity filling my body knocked the lynx out mid-sentence. I caught him before he could fall to the floor and carried him into the back room, which I correctly guessed was a bedroom.
 
   I laid the unconscious reporter on the bed and turned to rush up to the roof. Hopefully Jake hadn’t left during the delay this had caused.
 
   I took the steps three at a time, bounding up two flights of them to push through the large metal door at the top. It flew open with less resistance than I had imagined, making a loud bang as it hit the wall.
 
   Suddenly realizing that there were certainly enemies nearby who might respond to the noise and any other large activity that might follow, I held myself back from jogging over to the side of the roof to see if Jake remained over there.
 
   Moving slowly, knowing my large form would still be visible if viewed from the clock tower’s higher perspective, I crept slowly over towards the edge of the building.
 
   I had made it only six nervous steps when Jake’s form rose up over that side of the building, his wings humming softly with the electricity he had to use to gain the lift required to fly.
 
   “Zack!” he hissed, a whisper full of force and emotion. “Thank the four winds you’re safe.”
 
   I caught myself staring at him, fascinated by his ability to control his elemental electricity enough to make the field around his wings that gave them the strength and increased air resistance to lift him seemingly effortlessly through the air. The analytical part of my mind was trying to figure out what all he was doing with the energy and if that level of control was something I could also accomplish.
 
   A smaller part of me was just admiring him – not a distraction I had time to allow, so I did my best to push it aside. Letting my guard down around a dragon, even Jake, could have very bad consequences.
 
   The blue dragon landed six feet in front of me and looked like he was going to close the distance, so I stepped back and growled softly: “What are you doing here?”
 
   Jake jerked to a stop before he completed his first step forward. “Well,” he grunted, “I was trying to make sure you were okay after all the clean-up I’ve been doing to make sure you got home safe.”
 
   “How did you find me?” I pressed, my tail whipping back and forth behind me. I could feel myself wanting to trust him without question, if he was willing to embrace me. I couldn’t figure out why that desire existed, and realized I had to start analyzing things better. If he knew what I was, he’d be trying to capture me for interrogation as well as those who were searching for Father’s lab.
 
   “You banged the door to the roof open and I investigated,” Jake grinned.
 
   “No,” I snarled, which made the dragon’s grin fade, “How did you end up in this neighborhood looking for me?”
 
   “Do you really want to have this conversation out here where you can be spotted?” he asked, setting his foot back down without approaching me. “I mean, I’ve heard the news reports, so I know the place your bank crystal listed as a home address is under lock down. I’ve questioned one of the security goons who were trying to tranquilize you to be brought in, so I know you’re in trouble and being hunted by a corporation. Mr. Frostborn has linked our network of spells up to the communication frequencies his people have managed to tap in to, so I know the forces after you have yet to capture you. They’re currently very focused on getting their Seers and top-of-the-line sensory gear into the old fort to finish snooping around.
 
   “The thing is, the security teams are professionals, so they might catch sight of us up here. And even if they don’t, there’s no telling how many more mercenaries the corporation has out looking for you. Several have been handled, but there may be more and there’s certainly the expectation that you will be returning here, Zack. Well, there, anyway,” Jake said giving a short thrust of his muzzle in the direction of the clock tower.
 
   He had a good point, admittedly, but I was doing my best to keep from showing my own concerns. I wasn’t going to take him down into Grant’s apartment. The whole point of stunning the lynx was to keep him from being in danger, and I still couldn’t be sure of Mr. Frostborn’s motivations.
 
   “I don’t have anywhere else to go,” I said, wincing a little at how much despair leaked into my voice.
 
   “Yes you do, Zack,” Jake said softly, taking three steps towards me, stopping when I stepped back one step to match his last. “You’ve got to believe I don’t want to hurt you. You’d be safe coming with me.”
 
   “Then tell me why you’re here, looking for me. How did you track me down? Why did you track me down?” I whispered.
 
   “The last question first, because it’s the simplest,” Jake said, walking around me to where the small structure the stairs were in would hide him from anyone watching from the clock tower. “Because you owe me a dance still, and I like you enough to want to make sure you don’t try and skip out to dance with someone else.”
 
   I couldn’t help the slight huff of a chuckle that came out of me at his answer. Shaking my head, I followed his move. Just because we had to stay on the roof didn’t mean steps couldn’t be taken to lower the possibility of discovery. The stairwell was large enough to hide us both.
 
   “As for how I tracked you down, buddy, it was because I’ve been following you, more or less, since you left me back after the first attack. Even with the number of dragons and avians who can fly, most folks don’t look up unless they see a shadow – and at night, well, there’s more light shooting up from the street than even the moon can put out. The buzz of the electricity is soft enough that the normal background noise of the city does a pretty good job of covering up the hum of my wing’s fields,” Jake smiled at me.
 
   “So I was circling around above you while you got your cab, and I followed along as he took the back roads in this direction. You really need to pay attention. He could have gotten you here much quicker on the highway.”
 
   I shook my head, “He said there was bad congestion there and asked if I was okay with the back roads.”
 
   “Not that I could see, though I’ll admit, it was around that time I had seen the van following you. I lost track of you there while I shorted out their vehicle and captured them. I had Frostborn’s security step in quickly to help secure them, but stayed back long enough to get my communications spell upgraded for hearing their chatter.”
 
   I felt my heart beating rapidly at the thought of Jake fighting a van full of armed forces, but he was here now and okay, so I wasn’t sure why my pulse had increased. The worry was over.
 
   “I have to admit,” Jake said, letting out a deep sigh, “when I saw the crashed taxi, with bodies and blood outside, my heart almost stopped. I thought I had lost you.”
 
   The blue dragon started pacing back and forth, wringing his talons together. “I landed sooner than I should have. If there had been anyone there who had wanted to hurt me, they could easily have gotten the jump on me. But I had to make sure you weren’t in the back of the cab bleeding to death.”
 
   “I called in another full team for cleaning up the place and looking for any clues as to your whereabouts. Since there were two dead, and the Pentelem forces I already captured were all resisting interrogation pretty well, Mr. Frostborn felt it important to send in a Soul Seer to communicate with the helstorm dragon’s spirit.”
 
   When he said the name Pentelem, I was pleased to finally have a name for the corporation after me, but also concerned as my programming started to kick in, pulling up pictures of the five dragons who had founded the company. I wasn’t sure why hearing the name started a different routine than having seen the logo or any of their products had, but I was sick and tired of my faulty memory system pulling up things when I was trying to focus on new data that was being given to me. 
 
   It gave me a slight headache stopping the picture feed that the spoken name had started, but I managed to do so without losing track of what I had been told.
 
   “The purple one?” I asked, interrupting Jake’s story.
 
   He nodded, continuing, “Sadly, even calling on his ghost was of no help. He couldn’t even remember the job they had been hired to do. His last two weeks are wiped clean. The Soul Seer doubted, but couldn’t rule out that the memory loss was triggered naturally by trauma – the accidental burning of his partner with his own breath, or even his own death. The thing is, the soul seer spoke with the other dragon’s ghost and it was the same range of memory loss, so she wonders if the blade used to kill them both was enchanted.”
 
   “The blade wasn’t still there?” I asked, suddenly growing a little worried. “Wasn’t David still there?” When Jake shook his head, confused, I had to make sure, “The minotaur who drove the cab?”
 
   “No, there was no sign of either you or the driver,” Jake stated.
 
   “But, he said he was going to wait for the authorities there. Of course, he also lied to me about who had paid him to take me to where the crash happened. He didn’t look like he was capable of getting up and running off either. I left the blade there because I thought he would stay there with it.”
 
   “You had a blade enchanted to steal memories?” Jake asked, eyes wide.
 
   “It wasn’t mine,” I said, my mind still working through the implications of the cab driver having left after I did, but before Jake caught up with my trail to that point. “The black-scaled dragon drew that blade and threatened to use it on the driver. I had a chance so triggered the purple dragon’s breath attack, turning his muzzle so it would hit the knife wielder. I had no idea how hungry that flame would be. I took advantage of the one putting out the fire eating away at his partner to grab the blade and used it on both of them.”
 
   “Smart work. You certainly seem to know how to react to take out…” there was a slight hitch in Jake’s sentence. I assumed he was trying to figure out what to say. “Your enemies,” is what he decided on, and I was thankful he didn’t just say “dragons.” Though it seemed those were most of my enemies.
 
   “I really thought he would stay there when I left him and the knife,” I admitted. “What could have happened?”
 
   “Hey,” Jake stepped up and put one hand on my shoulder and the other one under my chin. The current we shared made it feel like my knees were fading away. How did we end up touching again?
 
   “I don’t know what happened to him,” Jake said softly, “but in all honesty, I don’t care. I’m sure Frostborn’s team will track him down. I’ll let them know these details immediately. But he’s not my main concern right now. You are, Zack. I want to make sure you’re okay.”
 
   “But…” I started, having trouble forming thoughts with him so close I could smell the ozone of his scent as our energy flowed back and forth between us.
 
   “No. No buts. Well, I mean, I’ve been told mine is hot and yours is just marvelous, but that’s not the point. The thing is, we’re not talking about asses… yet. What we’re talking about is the fact that I don’t want to see you get hurt. Silly, perhaps, considering how well you have handled yourself in multiple situations tonight, but that doesn’t stop me from caring about you – from wanting to do my best to help keep you safe.”
 
   He rested the tip of his snout against my nose, giving us a third connection, allowing our energy to even more freely circle between us. “I have never met someone who makes me feel the way I feel about you, Zack. And that’s thrilling and frightening and wonderful all mixed together in a way that makes me happy to be alive and thankful to have met you. And I don’t want anything to come between us.”
 
   My tail wrapped around the back of his waist, increasing the circuit we were building as my paws came up to rest palms against his pecs.
 
   “I understand that there’s a corporation after you because they think you’re some kind of engineered weapon to use against all dragonkind. I’ve seen you pull almost every last amp of elemental electricity from a dragon of my breed. You say you killed a pair of mercenaries with a weapon they brought to the fight themselves.”
 
   Jake wrapped his arms completely around me, resting his muzzle on my shoulder as our energy seemed to double in strength as it combined. “Does all of this scare me? Yes. A little. But only because you might not be the one who comes out on top one time. Because it means folks will be after you for what they believe you to be, which is not who I see that you are.”
 
   I forced myself to push Jake’s body away from me, twisting out of the hug and taking a few steps back, pointing a finger at him in warning.
 
   “Don’t,” I said, electrical sparks running down my spine. “Just… don’t.”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   19
 
   A very fine specimen of the species
 
    
 
   The shocked, confused look on Jake’s face would have been funny if it didn’t also hurt somewhere deep inside, having pushed him away.
 
   We were both sparking slightly from the amount of power we were carrying since our touch had amped us up.
 
   “I have to keep thinking clearly. I can’t do that when we’re touching. I need to keep my thoughts clear, and we both need to realize that even I don’t know if I am anything other than a weapon. I just can’t be trusted to be safe around a dragon – any dragon.”
 
   “I don’t believe that,” Jake said. I could see in his eyes and posture that he wanted to reach out and hold me again, but he didn’t make a move.
 
   “You don’t know all the facts,” I said, stepping further away from him.
 
   “Nope,” Jake responded casually, turning and walking as far away from me as he could get without revealing his slightly glowing form to anyone looking from the clock tower. “And I don’t need them.”
 
   “Of course you do,” I responded, watching as he sat down, back against the wall of the stairwell.
 
   “I’m not saying I don’t like facts and that I wouldn’t be willing to listen to you argue that you can’t be trusted, but I doubt you can change my mind,” Jake smiled. “I’m pretty sure I can trust you.”
 
   “Why?” I demanded, possibly a little louder than I should have.
 
   Jake looked up at me, his eyes and expression serious. “Because you didn’t have to do a thing, but you did.”
 
   I shook my head, giving him a confused look, “What?”
 
   “Back at the bar,” the blue dragon said, with calm passion. “You saw for yourself; none of the other patrons were going to stop the drunk red from causing a scene with the two who poured their icy drinks on him. I can show you a lot of other times that folks don’t get involved. Sure, most of the time there are bouncers like me to step in and keep the problem from getting bad, but not always. Certainly this is not always a bad thing, as most folks aren’t trained to diffuse those kind of situations, so would only make it worse, and likely get hurt.”
 
   “I am trained!” I cut in, “I’m trained to deal with dragons. It’s part of why I’m a weapon.”
 
   “Shut up and listen, Zack.” Jake’s tone was still intense, but calm, which made me do exactly what he said. “The point you’re not seeing – the most important point of all – is that you gained nothing in that exchange. You stood in the way of a drunk and angry dragon not to gain anything for yourself. You did it because – and I am quoting you here – you ‘didn’t want him to spoil the evening for the two dragonesses’.”
 
   My damn perfect memory confirmed that was an exact quote.
 
   “A weapon doesn’t do things like that,” the sparking blue dragon said, a little more passion in his voice. “You may have been trained and even made to serve as a weapon, but that is not who or what you are. You need to stop believing everything you have been told is a fact. Whatever your background really is, you are – in the time that I have known you, and so I believe that you always have been and always will be – a unique individual with compassion for the individuals around you.”
 
   I used my paw to rub the excess water that was building up in my left eye.
 
   “If you keep believing you’re just a weapon because the people who are hunting you – either because they fear you or want to use you for themselves – then you’re letting them define who you are instead of defining yourself. I prefer the Zack who risked his own plans and evening so that two complete strangers wouldn’t have their night spoiled.”
 
   Jake smiled, his sky blue eyes still locked on to my own. “Be yourself, Zack. You’re actually a pretty damn fine rat.”
 
   “But if Father created me to be a weapon,” I began, stopping when Jake shook his head and held up one talon. I fell silent.
 
   “No, Zack. He doesn’t get to tell you what you are any more than your enemies. You need to define yourself like you want to be, not like anyone else says. Be your own rat. I think you’ve shown you can be a very fine specimen of the species.”
 
   I considered Jake’s advice, my mind running over decisions I had made tonight that fell outside my mission’s parameters.
 
   There was a level, buried deep in my programming, that considered all of it a waste of time – and further, those activities had endangered the completion of my mission.
 
   The discussion at the bar with the bear, Jason, had wasted time and focus that should have been spent generating a connection to take Jake’s breath. Interfering with the fire-breather had not only risked myself and my ability to complete the mission, but also gained unwanted attention from multiple sources, all of which may have caused the hunters to begin coming after me, or at least letting them hone in on me easier if they had already been called.
 
   Deciding not to grab Jake’s breath the instant we were alone had greatly delayed completion of the mission.
 
   Shaking my head, I cleared that line of thought before it could move on to the meeting with Mr. Frostborn or my dinner.
 
   I didn’t regret my decisions. I actually enjoyed talking with everyone I had about things not tied to my mission. I did want to be more than just a tool for collecting the energy Father needed.
 
   The pounding ache in my head, however, reminded me of one of the biggest reasons there might not be a means to be anything other than what I was designed to be.
 
   “The problem with your line of thought,” I finally responded, “is that there’s a lot of programming in my head that keeps popping up at inopportune times. I’m not sure if it’s not going to jump in at some point and take over.”
 
   “So you get taken over by something they put in your head occasionally?” Jake asked, cautiously.
 
   “Not yet. It’s just information and pictures that suddenly come to my mind, like when you said the name ‘Pentelem’, but I don’t know why that happens or why I would ever need to see pictures taken back in the Dragon–Dire Wolf War, so –”
 
   “Zack, stop,” the blue dragon said gently, holding his sparking hands up as if to ward off my words. “You’re bringing up trouble that may not exist. I could get hit by a falling rock from outer space, but I don’t let it keep me inside. I mean, if your programming could actually take you over, wouldn’t it have done so already?”
 
   Shrugging, I gave a tentative nod. “Probably?”
 
   “Then let’s assume it can’t.” Jake said, matter-of-factually. “But you said the name Pentelem–”
 
   As he spoke, my headache suddenly became far more painful, and facts and images poured into my skull faster than I could keep up. I was partially aware of Jake talking, his muzzle moving, but my mind was filled only with the Five.
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   Death and darkness
 
    
 
   All five of the original founders had been, with minor variations, dark as midnight.
 
   Lord Grenchem had been a black forest dragon, with scales so dark a green as to have appeared as black under most lighting. A few decades before the death of his clan’s leader, the brilliant mechanic had started building what would be the core of what would become Pentelem’s manufacturing might. In the early years, more than one of his enemies was rumored to have met an untimely end from his caustic gas breath attack. Without his ruthless leadership and drive to use both magic and technology to win the war, the Five would likely never have pooled their resources. He was, like the rest of his species, a casualty of Dr. Newdent’s geno-fog deployed near the end of the war.
 
   The other four founders still lived, scattered across the corporation’s holdings around the world, but still active in the direction and future of their manufacturing giant, Pentelem.
 
   Tazina, a solar dragon, her scales actually absorbing all light that hit them to fuel her radiation and plasma breath attack. Her own species had long considered her impure, as a group of three of her chest scales were unable to absorb light, appearing as a stark, if small, triangle of white in her midnight black hide. When my data supplied that she rarely left the central offices in Eastern Dragonreach, I tried to focus on other lines of data bombarding me.
 
   Laochar was technically a red dragon, though of a subspecies that tended towards darker colored scales. His own were as dark as charcoal. His current work looking for alternative energy sources kept him deep in the Northern volcano fields, so I tried to skip past his details as well.
 
   Torulon had scales the darkest gray of a large stormcloud. He was currently in working on improving the lines of farm machinery to increase harvests while decreasing power consumption and time required to gather the grown products. His natural and powerful lightning breath made him an excellent target for gathering elemental electricity. Draining him fully would have the added benefit of making it easier to carry out the secondary goal of killing all of the Five.
 
   The data kept pouring in, but that last bit became the focus of my consciousness. I had never been told I had a secondary goal. Certainly, killing dragons had – at most – been mentioned only that if I had to do so, I would be able to hold my own.
 
   That my programming would suggest destroying someone after making them helpless by tearing out the source of their magical energy chilled me greatly. Despite the flood of information pouring from unconscious downloads into conscious knowledge, I didn’t personally know Torulon. Even if a founder of the corporation that was hunting me, I had no evidence that he meant me or anyone I cared for harm on a personal level.
 
   All of the data, in fact, suggested that he was off in the Western Plains trying to build a better combine.
 
   Why did I have all of this stupid, useless information about Pentelem downloaded to be triggered when hearing its name spoken by someone else? I had hoped there might be useful information, but instead it was trivia about folks involved in a war that’s been over for decades.
 
   I was just wondering if there was any information about the corporation’s holdings or interests in Aeonston when the pictures and data of the last of the Five started coming into better focus.
 
   Reaper’s element was described both as death and darkness. His was a rare species of dragon that usually stayed away from all other beings. Not this one, though. He had been very involved in the war as both soldier and developing enhancements to the stealth spells worked into a lot of the war machinery. He often worked out of Aeonston, as it was a centralized hub for meeting multiple military clients, as well as possessing easy access to multiple means of transport to visit them. As head of weapons research, internal and external security and mercenary supplies and training, Reaper had to be at the center of my troubles.
 
   Unfortunately, I was not fast enough pulling out of the quagmire of images and data still flooding my mind about the five founders that I was able to see the dragon that swooped out of the sky in time to prevent him from slamming me across the roof.
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   Or I could drive my claw through your eye
 
    
 
   I failed to grab hold of my assailant as I was sent flying.
 
   There were too many signals filling my head to hold on to the focus needed for such an advanced maneuver. Luckily, rolling to keep from taking as much damage and losing large tracts of my hide to friction burns was something my body could do automatically. Regaining my feet at the end of the roll, I was able to turn in time to see the follow up charge and identify the species of dragon attacking.
 
   Midnight dragons lose a little of their effectiveness in the well-lit nightscapes of the larger cities. They’re still as quick and deadly physically, but the darkness that oozes from their scales actually makes them stand out more if there is enough light.
 
   With my night vision, the ambient light that the city gave off was as good as fighting in daylight for other species.
 
   The darkness field projected around the dragon made it hard to pick up details of my assailant, but I was able to read enough from body movement to block and dodge the series of punches thrown at my head. By the third punch, I had also caught enough of the dragon’s scent to tell I was fighting a female – which meant I probably knew her name from the data that had still been streaming through my head after her first attack.
 
   “Mara, daughter of Reaper,” I said, grunting a little as I had to jump over a foot sweep as she changed tactics suddenly. Being trained to fight dragons meant I expected the wing to be brought into play during the same move, coming in high while the leg went low, so I managed to not only keep from being hit, but tagged her extended wing with enough of my built up electricity to make the wing muscles go numb.
 
   She snarled in surprise as the appendage went from weapon to awkward and unresponsive weight instantly, but compensated better than I had thought she could, bringing her elbow into solid contact with my muzzle as I landed behind her.
 
   As I reeled back a few steps from the blow, three ways to kill the dragon before she finished turning completely around to face me sped into my mind.
 
   “Stupid!” I growled, moving back in to tap the side of her head with my left paw. “Brace here.” I tapped the end her muzzle with my right. “Grip firmly and snap your neck. Not an ending that’s good for anyone.”
 
   She slammed her head back against my nose while elbowing my ribs. I took both blows, though to be fair I wasn’t expecting the second blow to my now-bloody muzzle, to show that I was sturdy enough to have kept the grip and done the move.
 
   “Mara, I just want to talk,” I growled, staying behind her as she tried to spin to face me. “Or I could drive my claw through your eye and generate a jolt of electricity three point six times as much as the one that paralyzed your wing to ensure you died.”
 
   “Shut up, you fucking rodent!” the midnight dragoness growled, trying to sweep my legs out from under me with her tail. “You’re sounding like my drill instructor’s grandmother with all this whining!”
 
   “If she could get you to talk with me before anyone gets seriously hurt, I’d be happy to meet her,” I growled, beginning to lose patience.
 
   She swung around and managed to catch my jaw with a very solid left hook. She tried to knee me in the groin as well as begin a breath attack, but I twisted my hip to deflect the knee and followed up with the straight finger jab to the top of her windpipe and hard flat palm to the center of her diaphragm to stop her breath attack before it started.
 
   Spitting blood from my maw off to the side – before talking with her while she gasped for fresh air, I asked: “Are you ready to talk to me yet? I know there are issues between my uncle and the dragon who sired you and signs your paychecks, but I don’t believe that has to make us on opposite sides of this whole mess.”
 
   A glance over to the stairwell showed that Jake was okay. Another dragon, silver in color, was on the ground by him. My blue dragon – why did I just think of him as mine? – looked to be favoring his right shoulder, but grinned when he saw me looking at him and puffed up his chest so he couldn’t have been that badly hurt.
 
   When she finally pulled herself together and could breathe, I was happy to see she wasn’t as badly out of it as the red had been earlier from the same move.
 
   “That’s not how it works,” she said, rolling her shoulders as the feeling started coming back to her wing. Her stance suggested that she was guarded, but not planning on attacking, so I wasn’t sure what she meant. When I said as much, she replied, “Dad doesn’t sign the paychecks. That’s what he’s hired an accountant for. So what do you want to talk about that is going to make me forgive you for making me look like a fool in front of my teammate and your friend?”
 
   “Hey, I knocked your teammate out before you –” Jake started, snapping his maw shut when she glared over at him. “Sorry, I sometimes miss it when a question is rhetorical.”
 
   “To be fair, you were landing more blows than I wanted you to. I don’t think you a fool. But, to answer your question, your people seem to have a lot of interest in what’s going on over there,” I gestured towards the clock tower above the laboratory, “I’m not sure what you’re looking for in there, and I have no idea what all my uncle is up to in that building, but I’d like to ask him some questions. I can’t do that if you tear the place down on top of him or drag him off for whatever kind of torture you use to question old rats.”
 
   I heard Jake take a deep breath back over by the stairwell, but all Mara did was narrow her eyes at me. I think. It might have been a fluctuation in her darkness field.
 
   “I can confirm,” the midnight dragoness eventually said, “that we are interested in the person listed as owning the building. We would like to ask him some questions. Our information suggests that you have been inside the building and so we would like to ask you some questions as well.”
 
   “Attacking me is not a way to make a good first impression,” I commented after she finished her civilized sounding response. 
 
   My own blank face lost credibility when my eyes rolled at hearing Jake snort and mutter, “That’s an understatement.”
 
   I was sure that Mara smiled before responding. “To be fair, if my brother’s right about who your ‘uncle’ is, we’re not being forceful enough.”
 
   I managed to keep my own gaze from growing sharper, though I was not able to keep the edge completely from my voice, “You’re still alive.”
 
   “Because you think you can use me,” She snapped back immediately. “I’ve heard the report confirming the deaths of Lekkis and Skradon by your paw. I imagine the other teams who’ve gone missing are just as dead.”
 
   “Skradon was going to kill the witness to my kidnaping. I took no pleasure from killing him or his partner,” I admitted, “but they were the ones who raised the threat level in that encounter. I’ve killed no one else tonight, but I’ve seen your security forces gun down citizens on the streets!”
 
   I hadn’t meant to snarl that last bit, but didn’t like being called a killer when her compatriots were slaughtering people who shouldn’t even have been targets. She seemed to be getting just as upset as I was, though.
 
   “Like I can take your word for their safety!” Mara growled back. “You killed the two we know about! We’re firing non-lethal rounds to get the idiots who want to gawk to clear out a safe distance in case the substances we know were delivered to that building were turned into weapons banned since the war!”
 
   Before I could shout back that I had no reason to believe her, Jake spoke up. “As much fun as it is watching you two carry on like a married couple who don’t even want to stay together for the sake of the kids, you’re both telling the truth to each other about not killing folks. Zack, I hope you trust me enough to tell you that from what I’ve seen, it’s been non-lethal rounds coupled with taking the occasional camera or other recording device away. Pleasant? No, but they’re not killing folks. And I know you have no reason to believe me, Mara, but if you tell me who my boss needs to get in touch with to discuss a safe return of hostages after this blows over, he says he can at least let your people hear that their missing security members are still alive.”
 
   The midnight dragoness looked over at my friend for several seconds before nodding. “Dalton would be the brother to ask for. If the rest of our people are okay,” she turned back to look at me, “then we can talk.”
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   Past three in the morning
 
    
 
   “Mr. Frostborn says he’ll contact Dalton, Zack,” Jake said, cupping his talons over the right side of his head like he was listening to something, “but I’d like to point out that it might take a while to come up with anything, and you standing out in the open a few blocks from where they’ve gathered forces to take over the building might not be as strong of a position to bargain from as you hope it would be.”
 
   “Whether my uncle is who I believe these people think he is or not,” I said calmly, “if he is doing what they fear he is doing, we are all on the same side here. I would assume that the government is involved and knows about the possible existence of a weapon banned since the war. I’m not politically savvy enough to know if the government would be secretly backing and assisting Pentelem, secretly backing my uncle, playing both sides or some other scenario altogether. Even if they’re not involved, if things go south, I’m sure recordings of me trying to help defuse this situation before something nasty goes boom will be passed along to the government and the press.”
 
   Mara sneered, “It sure sounds like you’ve got political savvy.” She paused, tilting her head slightly, listening, then refocused her eyes on mine. “My brother wants to know if you’ll allow one of the seers to come up here to talk with you, Zack.”
 
   There was nothing in my databanks about seers. I knew in a very vague sense and from what the lynx reporter had told me when they were mentioned earlier that they were able to sense things – and Pentelem had hoped to use them to find any secrets their scanners had missed.
 
   Looking over at Jake only got me a shrug, so I hoped that meant that a visit from their seer wouldn’t be a mistake.
 
   “Sure,” I said. “If you trust me around your seer, I’m willing to talk to them.”
 
   The midnight dragoness tilted her head and held up a talon, “Actually, can I have a moment to talk with my brother, I need to clear some things up here. I don’t think we’re communicating clearly.”
 
   I shrugged. “Mara, I’m not holding you here. If you need to go talk to him face to face to get him to understand, feel free.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said, though I felt her tone was a little sarcastic. She then wandered off to the far side of the roof, growling a little over what I assumed was a communications spell similar to the one Jake had.
 
   I wandered over to where Jake stood by the stairwell to look at the security dragon he had taken down.
 
   “How long do folks stay unconscious when they get knocked out?” I asked, worried about having stunned Grant earlier.
 
   “It varies,” Jake replied. “Sometimes someone with a glass jaw springs awake as quick as they go down, sometimes they’re out longer.”
 
   Kneeling down to get a closer look at the dragon’s muzzle, I saw only silver scales.
 
   My friend must have seen some of my confusion. “‘Glass jaw’ means they take one punch and go down. A little odd for a dragon, extremely odd for someone on a security force, but then, I do pack powerful guns.”
 
   Looking over to see the still sparking blue scaled dragon flexing and rubbing his left biceps still left me asking, “Guns? I didn’t hear any shots fired or see you with…” I stopped talking as Jake stared at me in disbelief.
 
   “Don’t you know any slang at all, country boy?” he asked. “My bulging muscles – the ones I’ve seen you staring at – are my ‘guns’.”
 
   I could feel my ears heating up, so figured they were turning red. I smiled a little at his comment, though I wasn’t sure if it was because he called me country boy, or if it was because I just liked talking with him even if we weren’t saying anything important.
 
   “With you, I have to be aware of where your hands are at all times. They wander,” I responded, letting the smile fill my tone.
 
   “So, I think she likes you,” Jake commented, looking over at where Mara gestured at the air as if in an argument with her brother.
 
   “What?” I asked, louder than I should have.
 
   My friend grinned, “Admittedly, it seems almost everyone likes you, but she’s got it bad for you.”
 
   Staring incredulously at the blue-scaled bouncer, I could only shake my head and repeat, though at a softer volume, “What?”
 
   “It’s okay,” Jake assured me, “and I understand why you’d be interested in her too. Even with the blurry field, one can tell she has some nice curves. I just want to make sure you remember I get the first dance with you when this is all over.”
 
   “She just tried to use her breath attack on me not ten minutes ago,” I growled softly. “That doesn’t translate in my mind to an invitation to go out dancing.”
 
   “You are saying a lot of words which are not a denial of finding her attractive,” Jake countered, a huge grin on his muzzle.
 
   “Why are we having this conversation, Jake?” I asked.
 
   He stared at me a few moments, sky blue eyes sparking. “It’s how I cope with being scared that your plan, your desire to get back to question your uncle, your push to let those who have been trying to capture you tonight to let you in to a place they seem to have securely gained a foothold in is going to result in me never seeing you again. I respect that you’re not wanting to deal with the fact that our touch has the strongest reaction I’ve ever heard of between two dragons. I get that you’re confused and unable to think clearly when you’re distracted by that feeling. So, I’m willing to let you focus in the hopes that once this is all over, we can have the safety and leisure time to see just how large of a charge we can build between us.”
 
   I stared at him through his speech and hoped that he could read in my eyes that I wanted to reach out and comfort him. When he had finished, and huffed a little, not dropping my gaze, I considered how best to respond.
 
   My seduction training offered a few options that were entirely inappropriate, even if they did sound like fun. In end, feeling I had taken as much time as I could to decide, I went with something I made up on the spot.
 
   “You know,” I grinned, giving him a wink in the hopes he would understand I wasn’t truly belittling what he had just said, “in the future, a simple, ‘I’m jealous you haven’t used your abilities to seduce any male or female on me or let me at least watch you use them on someone else’ is a much easier explanation. In any case, I’ve not forgotten – nor will I – that you get the first dance. After we’ve determined the world is safe from my uncle, I’ll see if he’ll let me stay out late some night with you.”
 
   Jake snorted, giving me an amused look, “It’s past three in the morning. Your curfew is already better than my bed time.”
 
   Pleased that Jake seemed reassured, I was pondering if I should let him know about Grant when Mara roared in frustration and screamed, “Fine!”
 
   We both looked over her way as she rolled her shoulders and seemed to struggle to compose herself before turning and walking back towards us, her tail lashing back and forth behind her.
 
   I was ready to pick up the fight again if need be, but she stopped nearby and growled, “If you’ll let my people come recover my lazy squad member there,” she made a rude gesture towards the unconscious silver dragon, “we can all go down to the old fortress your ‘uncle’ has bought and you can meet some folks who are interested in trusting you to help resolve this crisis.”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” I responded, feeling like Mara would never be one to trust me, so would be keeping a close eye on my actions.
 
   Which was okay. I’d be watching her right back.
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   This really isn’t the appropriate time
 
    
 
   “Wait,” Jake hissed, grabbing my arm, which started ripples of visible electricity darting over where we touched. “You can’t really be trusting them enough to go into the middle of them. They’ve tried to kill you multiple times.”
 
   I looked down at where the blue-scaled talons gripped me. I looked up, and met his eyes: “The electricity attack after the portal took us to the trap in that alleyway was only strong enough to stun, not kill. The two I killed could much more easily and safely have killed me first, but they chose to try and kill the driver. If she…” I gestured with my nose towards Mara, “…wanted to kill me, she would have dragged me off the side of the building and let go. I appreciate your concern, but I believe I am thinking clearly when I say they want me alive to help them make sure a war criminal hasn’t rebuilt the horrors of the Dragon-Dire Wolf War.”
 
   My friend had released me when I had said “thinking clearly,” but Jake shook his head after I finished. “I understand you’re a trusting person. I get that, but I don’t like you putting yourself at the mercy of the dragons who have been trying to capture you all night. What makes you think they will let you go once they have you?”
 
   “If my uncle is who they think he is, I will be working with them to make sure he hasn’t built any weapons that would kill off large numbers of this city’s population. If he is not who they think he is, and there are no weapons being built, then they won’t need me. Either way we’re on the same team tonight.” I looked Jake in the eye, trying to make him see how important it was for me to get in and find out Father’s true identity. “I have to see this through – and this is the only way I can see to do it.”
 
   “Fine,” the blue dragon huffed. “I’ve got your back on this one, but I don’t like it.”
 
   I was going to thank Jake for his support, but Mara cut in with, “We really need to get moving. The seers are getting their panties in a bunch about you needing to come talk to Zo’Rita.”
 
   “Indeed,” I nodded, but paused heading for the stairs. Even if the silver dragon with the glass jaw was still unconscious didn’t mean the lynx reporter wouldn’t be waking up soon. If I hoped to keep him out of my mess, I needed to avoid dragging folks down through the apartments. “Since I can’t fly, I’ll take the fire escape down. I don’t want to run into the tenant of the building I pissed off when I rushed up here to meet my friend.”
 
   “Fine, rodent,” Mara said, coldly. “Just be aware that if you try anything stupid I might show you that you’re wrong in thinking I don’t want to kill you. There’s a difference between what I want and what I’m ordered to do sometimes.”
 
   I certainly kept an eye to her flying form in the sky as I went down to the street and started towards the laboratory.
 
   Having Jake flying up there to help keep an eye on things helped.
 
   I didn’t see anyone on the streets until I turned the last corner to bring the entrance of the place into sight. At this hour, the lack of foot traffic in this neighborhood would not have been odd, but knowing that Pentelem had a lockdown in effect made the stillness feel a little threatening.
 
   Seeing all of the strange vans and expensive vehicles parked at the curb and in the lots near the entrance certainly gave the place a completely different feel. If it weren’t for the fact that I knew every person who had come had come uninvited and had broken into the place I had been created and trained in, it might have made the place seem more alive and inviting, like the Pink Unicorn had been. But I knew the crowd – outside and in – were not the friendly sort.
 
   I walked up to where three furs in military-looking garb were slowly bringing disassembled gun turrets out of the entry passageway, taking them to unmarked vans. Two furs were smoking and chatting, while eleven guards were on the ground level and thirteen visible on the roof of the main building. I counted six visible on the two sides of the clock tower I could see.
 
   That my mind had codified this information instantly was no longer a surprise.
 
   No one looked happy to see me, but neither did they threaten me.
 
   As I drew closer, Mara landed and spoke with the pair smoking near the doorway. I didn’t see what she asked, but she got the answer: “He’s in the command center, as far as I know.”
 
   Jake touched down a few steps to my right, and once again I got to marvel at his ability to use his natural electrical charge to generate a small field to enhance his wing size and strength.
 
   “What’s with the stare, Zack?” the blue-scaled dragon asked.
 
   “I am just fascinated by the control and ability you possess with enhancing your wings.” I admitted, continuing to stroll to the entryway of the laboratory.
 
   Chuckling, Jake shook his head. “I don’t even think about it anymore. I mean, every dragon has to learn their trick to be able to use their element to fly, but it’s instinctive. At most, a parent just has to let them feel the field once and the instincts will kick in when they need to. There’s always been poor jokes about how the ones who didn’t have the instincts strong enough never survived to the age where they’d pass on the weakness.”
 
   I must have shown a little bit more sadness than I had meant to at my friend’s words, for he stepped in front of me and stopped walking. “Hey, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you about the joke.”
 
   Shaking my head, “No, just wondering what it would have been like having a parent,” I said, realizing I shouldn’t end the sentence there around so many stranger’s ears, “…who could have told me more about the dragon part of my heritage.”
 
   My friend tilted his head, gazing deeply into my eyes. “We both know you’ve got enough dragon blood to have built up a fine charge of elemental electricity. I would be honored to show you the process of generating the fields.”
 
   I gave Jake a smirk, “I appreciate the thought, but this really isn’t the appropriate time to do this. There’s a seer waiting to meet me.”
 
   “Mara’s glaring at us, isn’t she?” my friend grinned. “I can feel her evil eye trying to dig through…”
 
   “I can hear you as well, sparkles!” Mara shouted, irritated. “Let’s get the rodent inside already.”
 
   Grinning as he folded his wing back up securely, Jake whispered, “She’s not very good with remembering names, is she?”
 
   Letting out a sigh, I walked the rest of the way to the breached security door I had left through yesterday afternoon.
 
   Both of the doors that could only be opened one at a time were deactivated and partially disassembled, allowing free passage through both archways. The small chamber before the foyer – the one that had hosted multiple lethal weapons to stop any intruder – were almost all disassembled or destroyed. A few of the cameras might be active, but it was hard to tell.
 
   There was the scent of blood and death in the room now, in addition to the oils, expended powder, burnt fur and cooked flesh.
 
   I had to stop and try to figure out how many had died before the defenses had been deactivated.
 
   I could see no reason for Pentelem to have sent so many into the room to be hurt and killed. To my knowledge, the weapons and defenses could not be deactivated from here, so I had no idea why so many would have entered. But to be fair, I was unsure how they finally defeated the system, yet they had.
 
   “What’s the hold up now, rat?” Mara asked, as I stepped aside for a wolf in a military uniform to carry another turret outside.
 
   “How many?” I asked, trying to separate the scents of all the living who had passed through from those that entered and bled.
 
   She looked at me briefly before answering, “Three dead, six critically injured when the systems mysteriously came back online after being disconnected. Happy?”
 
   I shook my head, “No. Confused and worried.”
 
   “Can you walk and feel those things, or do I need to get you a wheelchair?” the midnight dragoness growled.
 
   I didn’t want to delay in the disassembled room, so walked into the next room without bothering to answer her.
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   Don’t get stabbed more than once
 
    
 
   As I entered the lobby, I hadn’t realized that failing to see Golem waiting for me would disappoint me as much as it did. On an intellectual level, I knew Golem had either returned to the hidden levels of the actual labs, or would have been the first thing the corporation would have deactivated and disassembled or carted off. Still, the construct was the closest thing I had to an actively involved parent, so its absence did affect me.
 
   The background sound of so many strangers in a building that had only held silence so pure one could hear the soft hum of the lights also brought strange feelings, as we walked through the foyer and down several long halls.
 
   Noticeably, the sight and sound of so many strangers took away any feeling of safety and comfort the building had previously supplied me. With all this activity, it was no longer my ‘home’. There were dragons with hand held devices scanning the walls, softly confirming their lack of findings verbally to whatever communications devices they used. There were wolves with guns patrolling the halls, their booted footsteps loud on the stone tiled floors.
 
   The other thing, though it took me longer to identify, was the discomfort from having so many suspicious eyes on me.
 
   I didn’t realize immediately that the glances and stares were filled with a touch of hostility, mixed in with the curiosity I had seen immediately. Once I noticed it, though, I began to feel a little exposed, as we approached the large room that had served as gymnasium, dining area and assembly hall throughout the many different stages of the building’s history.
 
   “You doing okay?” Jake asked, as we approached the line of old wooden doors that entered into the two-story room. From as far as thirty feet down the hall, it had been easy to hear a higher level of activity coming from behind those thick doors.
 
   Two wolves and a cougar, each dressed in crisp security uniforms and holding military-grade assault rifles, were guarding various points along the ten doors. The closest wolf opened a door for us at Mara’s nod, and I got my first glimpse of just how much Pentelem had brought to bear on finding Father’s lab.
 
   They had turned what had been a huge empty room into a high-tech command center.
 
   There had to be two-dozen or more dragons scattered around various stations that softly beeped, under the murmur of voices coordinating various teams of security and searchers.
 
   As I passed the guard holding the door open, my brain paused its regular categorizing of the numbers, types and placement of individuals and equipment.
 
   Reaper was in the center of the huge room. He was of comparable size to Mr. Frostborn, so made the twenty-five foot ceiling appear low.
 
   I couldn’t tell at the door, with fifty feet between us, if his darkness field was better controlled, or if his large size meant the details usually small enough to be blurred were too large to be lost in the pitch black field surrounding him.
 
   Mara strode directly towards her father, so I followed in her wake.
 
   It seemed telling that most of the furs and dragons in her path seemed perfectly willing to make sure they had sudden business off to one side or the other.
 
   As we moved closer, I finally caught sight of the portal generator that had likely been used to get not only Reaper inside the room, but most of the heavy equipment.
 
   While there were fewer conversations continuing as Mara, Jake and I got closer to the midnight dragon commanding the center of the room, I still had trouble catching more than snippets of the few conversations still going on as I passed, and none of whatever Reaper was discussing with a female buffalo in heavy, ornately embroidered maroon robes.
 
   A grizzly bear in slate gray robes used slow paw movements to help illustrate what he was trying to tell a short green-scaled dragon. “Life-seer Zo’Rita’s abilities may not be blocked at the same level as my own. Although we know my earth-seer abilities are detecting no manmade structures even as we stand inside this one, a smaller life-shield might be preventing her ability to locate the rat we seek.”
 
   My ears flicked away from whatever response might have been coming as I caught a couple of names mentioned off on the other side of our path. “…our people are confirming that David Founders did not exist a month ago. We are still looking for any direct contact between the cab driver and our operatives, but the best we’ve found several calls to both parties from an unlisted and so far untraceable number.”
 
   “Thank you,” a deep voice replied, as I turned to try and catch the source of that last conversation. Another midnight dragon, male and dressed in a business suit, patted the shoulder of a bloodhound and caught sight of me following Mara. “Keep digging and see if you can find where the minotaur disappeared to after reporting the deaths of our security members.”
 
   The dragon I assumed was Dalton then started heading towards Reaper, who was turning from the robed female he had been talking with to see us approach.
 
   Mara started to say something, but was hushed with a quick gesture. Reaper met her gaze, and added: “I will listen to your complaints shortly.” The ancient drake then gestured for me to move closer, “please, Mr. Zachary Roddy Highden, come forward, I would like to see if you remind me of any other rats before I decide what to do with you.”
 
   I stepped forward to stand not five feet from the powerful form of Reaper. Unsure if I should say anything or just let his eyes roam over my muzzle, eyes and ears, I remained silent. When he leaned down and took a deep breath, I assumed he was just gathering my scent, so decided it would not be rude to do the same, taking a deep breath of his surprisingly dusty odor.
 
   Rising back up to his full height, he tilted his head and let a soft, deep growl seep between his fangs “You are not what I expected.”
 
   After several seconds, when he seemed to have nothing else to add to that comment, I responded. “Since I’m not sure what you expected, I’m not sure how to take that, sir.”
 
   “From the reports I have received,” the huge dragon responded calmly, “I had expected you to reek and ooze of Newdent. The egotistical vermin loved putting his essence in everything he did. Every clue and lead that brought me to authorize the raid of this building screamed of his old work. So I expected you to be some upgraded clone of the vile scientist. He wouldn’t be able to resist making a rat without his face and scent.”
 
   My calm was helped by a small programming routine that was supposed to keep me from revealing anything unintentionally during a stressful encounter. I was happy to be able to use it. I also had thought – and even feared a little – that I was very heavily based off of Newdent’s genetics. With no background in the science and magic used to create me, I had no idea how much the dragon, zebra and other strains of genetic material were actually used or what their effect would be on what I had assumed was the same rat DNA as Father had.
 
   “Which leaves me to wonder,” Reaper continued, “who found his research and created you.”
 
   The robed buffalo snorted, which brought whatever the large midnight dragon was about to say to an abrupt stop. “It would take time and effort to see the specific genetics of the young rat’s parents, but I will ask you to stop thinking he is an abomination created in a laboratory. He is as valid of a life form as your sons and daughters.”
 
   Reaper looked from the robed female to me and back again. “If the life-seer says you are not lab born, then who am I to question her. But that then begs the question of what you were doing here.”
 
   I was so very happy I had been running the calming program. Here was a life-seer, either fooled by how well I had been created or else lying to protect my cover story. Not, it seemed with the new turn of questioning, that it got me completely out of hot water.
 
   “Father,” the dragon I assumed was Dalton spoke up, “Mr. Highden’s arrival via train from the Western Plains has been confirmed to have occurred twenty four hours ago, at which time we have verified that he took a cab here. While this does not eliminate the possibility of his involvement in something proscribed, it suggests that he hasn’t been involved for long.”
 
   I was very impressed. Father had evidently done a great deal of work making my back story believable. Though still concerned at what his true intentions might be, I did feel a little bad for having shared more than I should have with the lynx. Jake, I probably should have felt guilty about telling the truth as well, especially since Frostborn had probably been listening, but I trusted the blue dragon standing beside me.
 
   “I am just as eager to figure out what is going on here as you are,” I chimed in, feeling I needed to take an active roll in this conversation, with all of the unexpected support coming my way. I needed to capitalize on the opportunity. “I was not lying to Mara earlier. If my uncle is doing something illegal and that puts people at risk, I want to know and see a stop put to it.”
 
   “You killed at least two dragons tonight, rodent,” Mara snarled. “You aren’t innocent in the least.”
 
   “They,” I growled back, turning to point a finger at her, the sparks in my fur crackling, “were going to kill the driver of the taxi they had just slammed into with a garbage truck! I’m not going to apologize for stopping them.”
 
   “Stand down, Mara,” Reaper growled as the seer stepped forward, her soft brown eyes gazing deep into mine.
 
   I went down on one knee to bring my eyes closer to the same level as hers to show my respect for the robed female. It just seemed to be the right thing to do.
 
   She took my left paw into both of hers and I didn’t resist as she turned it over.
 
   “You have a kind demeanor,” she said, running her fingers across the thick, smooth pads of my palm. “Your soul is young, but you hold great knowledge and a surprising amount of wisdom. There is a depth to your mind and spirit that can hold tight to the parts of your life that are dearest to you.”
 
   I wanted to ask what she meant, but the intensity of her stare seemed to brook no interruption, even as she made soft hums and grunts as her fingers traced unseen lines over my paw pads.
 
   In my mind, her voice added, I will not reveal the truth of how you came to be. That is not nearly as important as who you are becoming. Not every dragon understands this. Not every fur either.
 
   Her grip shifted to cover my fingers and grew tight enough to hurt. “Bury all that you care for deep,” she said aloud. “And my superior, Time Seer Zo’Kira asked me to pass on some advice, since she was unable to make it here. Remember, Time-seers see only possibility, so this should help, but guarantees nothing. She said to tell you, ‘don’t get stabbed more than once or all is lost.’”
 
   Hidden from view, I felt her thumb slide something around my ring finger and in my head I heard her voice again.
 
   The time-seer was unsure if this would help you either, but I worry that she refused to come to this building, so every little bit may help. I hope my generosity will be remembered well by you.
 
   Out loud, she told me, “It’s seems very obvious advice, but Zo’Kira was very specific that I should tell you that when you got here. It shouldn’t be hard to remember. If you can’t avoid getting stabbed at all, only allow it to happen once. Twice is evidently too much.”
 
   She released my paw and turned to look at Reaper, who was gazing very closely at her and myself. “As the prime seer, Zo’Kia also gave orders that upon delivery of the message, all seers should leave immediately, and I intend to follow that order. We have not been much help here anyway, and can do nothing more, so that order will be followed.”
 
   Another deep growl escaped from Reaper. “Understood. Thank you for coming and giving your impressions on both the building and Mr. Highden.”
 
   “We do our best to help your efforts to prevent the uncontrolled horrors of the Dragon-Dire Wolf War being used again.” Her words were calmly spoken as she waved down the attention of the robed grizzly bear and a raven wearing a light blue robe I had not noticed in a distant corner. “Will you be following the advice she gave you?”
 
   “We can’t abandon this place without knowing if prohibited weapons were built here,” Reaper firmly stated.
 
   “You know this is not the kind of thing I would do normally,” she respond with a sigh, “but I was told it might make you listen to her better the next time Zo’Kira gives you advice you don’t want to follow.”
 
   “As you said,” the huge dragon replied, “her visions are not always accurate.”
 
   The buffalo stood before the tall midnight dragon and held up her hand in what I thought was a dismissal of his statement, until she started folding fingers down, starting with the pinky. By the third, I realized she was counting down to something.
 
   When her last finger folded down, Father’s voice came out over the loudspeakers.
 
   “The seer speaks wisely. Zachary Roddy Highden will be allowed to remain within this structure undisturbed. All other beings must leave immediately. Failure to comply within the next five minutes will result in a wide spectrum geno-fog being released throughout the city, slaying all who possess even a trace of draconic heritage. Other strains will be used to account for any other species left within these walls in hopes of being immune to the first. I have had plenty of time to prepare for the treacherous minds of dragons.”
 
   Silence fell as the speakers clicked off.
 
   Father,  it seemed, had made his move.
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   Falling prey to the charms of dragons
 
    
 
   Reaper let out a roar of anger and frustration, but quickly began giving orders to make sure, first and foremost, that his people got out safe and in plenty of time. Secondary priority was given to the most irreplaceable and expensive equipment being removed, and scuttling what couldn’t be transferred in time.
 
   I spent the first few seconds considering if it would be better to wait to go to the hidden elevator, or if I should just screw it all and go while Pentelem staff were scurrying around.
 
   Jake broke my rapid chain of thought, however, when he grabbed me by my arms, turning me to face him.
 
   “Zack,” he said, staring intently into my eyes as our charges started building, leaping back and forth between us. “Mr. Frostborn is ordering me to get out, but I’ll stay if you need me.”
 
   I could see that he would stand with me even if it meant his death, and briefly forgot how to talk. I did not understand how I had gotten that level of loyalty from him so quickly.
 
   But the answer, when I remembered how to form words, was easy. “No. You need to get out of here. I don’t doubt that he’d follow through on his threat. I don’t understand why he is doing this, but I can’t deal with it if I’m worried he’s going to kill you. I can take care of what needs to be done here.”
 
   Jake watched my eyes as I spoke, and I could see him measuring my response. Two seconds after I finished, he nodded and wrapped his wings around me, pulling me into a hug that held all of me. Our electricity stopped sparking back and forth, synchronizing into one larger and growing charge.
 
   “Okay, Zack. I believe in you and I know you can find the answers you need from him, then stop him.” Jake whispered, resting his head against mine. “Packcom unit, transfer microphone function to Zack.”
 
   I felt a mild tingle of magic as part of Jake’s communication spell moved from him to me. The blue dragon continued holding me, still whispering as we were hidden in the tent of his wings, “There. Now, if you need help, you just say so and I will come in and get you no matter what. So if you don’t want me putting my life at risk, you better do a damn good job of taking care of yourself, okay?”
 
   “Deal,” I agreed, “but only if you get out now.”
 
   Jake sighed, but was smiling as he pulled away and folded his wings behind his back again. He was glowing with elemental electricity, flowing across his scales. “I mean it. Take care,” he said, before turning and helping a wolf who was struggling to carry six briefcases towards the exit.
 
   In the few seconds we had been hidden by his wings, the portal had been fired up, and Reaper was directing his people and equipment through it. None of the seers were in evidence, nor were Mara or Dalton. I decided the best thing I could do would be to get my confrontation with Father rolling.
 
   As I strode towards the doors from this big room to the kitchens, dodging the frenzied activity of Pentelem’s withdrawal, I tried to envision how I would get the rat who created me to confess if he was the war criminal Dr. Newdent, a clone, or just someone who found and followed his work. While it wouldn’t matter as far as him needing to be prevented from releasing geno-fog on the city, hopefully I could discover a few answers about why he created me.
 
   Especially with the secondary mission I had found listed  but – thankfully – not activated of killing the Five, I needed to know more about my origin and purpose.
 
   It could well be that I was a faulty creation, but that might also be the reason I was not a mindless killing machine.
 
   The kitchen, which had been somewhat renovated so as to feed Father and myself, was deserted by the time I reached it.
 
   Pentelem was certainly efficient at its evacuation, but their sensors and experts had missed the freight elevator disguised as a walk-in freezer.
 
   I opened the door and stepped inside the chilled room, closing the door behind me. “Mattress. Chapel. Tango.” I said, activating the elevator after waiting the seven seconds required for the passive sensors to recognize me. Normally, Father would have activated the elevator for me, but I figured he might be distracted watching Pentelem’s forces leaving right now.
 
   The floor of the room started lowering, smooth enough that it almost seemed as if the shelving built into the walls as well as the ceiling was actually rising.
 
   Normally the fifteen seconds it took to drop the eighty feet below the building would have passed without concern, but with the five-minute time limit that had been given to others, that quarter of a minute seemed more wasteful than it might have otherwise.
 
   Even before the floor stopped moving completely, I was at the door to the labs, ready to move when it unlocked and opened.
 
   “You have exceeded my expectations,” Father’s voice said, as I moved through the opening door into the hallway that led to the testing rooms my first three days of life had been spent within. The voice was coming from Golem, who stood beside the elevator. “How many dragons did you steal the breath from? You far exceed the projected maximum levels that your body should be able to handle.”
 
   The pleasure I felt at seeing golem standing down here, out of the hands of Pentelem almost distracted me from my purpose. I hadn’t realized how large a part the humanoid built from carved stone and metal had been in my life. Perhaps there was some level of kinship because both it and I were created rather than born, but most of my memories were of the construct caring for me and helping me train and perform the tests Father needed.
 
   “Father, we need to talk,” I said, shaking off the idle thoughts about Golem and cutting into what I assumed was going to be a long discussion from Father on the energy capacity of living cells or some other useless topic.
 
   “Of course, of course,” Father’s voice said, sounding dismissive to my ears. “I am sure you have many questions about what you have seen and heard tonight. We can speak of it as we extract the electricity from you. You remember where the battery room is, right?”
 
   “Where are you, Father?” I pressed, not moving from where I stood just outside the elevator door, “I need to talk to you in person. I need to actually see you face to face.”
 
   The door to the elevator locked behind me. “There is really not time for this right now.” Father’s voice sounded much colder than before. “You remember all of those dragons up top? They are going to try and stop me from completing my work here. You need to do as you were created to do and bring me the elemental electricity you have gathered.”
 
   “Your plans are one of the things I want to talk to you about, Father. What the hell are you doing threatening to kill off most of the city? Why is there a part of programming in me to kill off the members of the Five? Are you the same Dr. Newdent that created the weapon that killed off the black forest dragons? These are all questions I would like the answers to, and I’d like to see your face when you answer them!” 
 
   I hadn’t meant to start yelling, but I wanted him to know how important my concerns were – and how little I cared about his battery being charged with the energy I had collected.
 
   “Fine, Zack,” he responded sharply. “I will meet you in the battery room and answer your questions.”
 
   “No,” I snapped back. “We will meet in the room I rested in each night. You are not getting me near the battery room until I have some answers.”
 
   Golem moved much more quickly than I thought possible. The construct’s heavy stone hand gripped my right shoulder firmly and pulled me down the hall.
 
   “I don’t have time for this,” Golem’s voice snarled. “Not when you have managed to bring more than enough energy for all my projects.”
 
   “Let go!” Fueled by anger and a sense of betrayal from its actions, I slammed my left paw into the metal elbow joint of Golem’s arm and shot out a heavy blast of the electricity I had built up. I wasn’t sure how well insulated the construct was, or even if the jolt would affect the grip, but didn’t want to hold back as I ripped my shoulder out of Golem’s rock-hard fingers.
 
   I got free, though at the cost of a large handful of my hide being torn off.
 
   “Fascinating,” Golem said, its speech patterns sounding more like Father’s than what I was used to the construct using. “You are able to channel the elemental energy naturally. I may not even need the battery to transfer a charge to this body.”
 
   I was ready for the stone and metal humanoid to move quickly, having seen it just seconds before, but I misread the oncoming attack because the inorganic entity had no tells I could read.
 
   What had appeared like a punch I could easily deflect turned out to be an attempt to tag me with the twin iron spikes that suddenly jutted from the back of Golem’s fist.
 
   Instead of my left forearm redirecting a jab, it was stabbed deeply.
 
   The Golem pulled a large amount of the elemental power I held from my body, which made my every nerve burn.
 
   It pulled back, and I fell to the ground as every muscle began to twitch.
 
   “Yes!” Golem exclaimed. “The spell powering this construct has been fully recharged. No longer does the threat of losing part of myself due to memory failure loom over me. You have done very well, Zack. I may be very disappointed in your falling prey to the charms of dragons, but then, I did not fully install all of the programming future versions of you will hold, so the fault is partially my own.”
 
   The dismissal in Golem’s voice made my skin crawl.
 
   I couldn’t feel being grabbed, but I watched the room spin as Golem picked me up and slung my still twitching and very numb body across its shoulders.
 
   “Still,” Father’s voice emanated from the speakers on the construct as it proceeded down the hallway. “You came back to me with more elemental electricity than I anticipated, and you managed to do this while they were infesting the structure my lab is hidden under. I am very impressed with your performance, and look forward to seeing what I can do with your abilities now that I have enough power to attempt the conscious transfer.”
 
   “New…dent…. in…. Golem.” I managed to slur, hoping that if I was unable to recover in time, Jake would hear that and be able to get the information to the dragons hunting the monster.
 
   Father must have thought it was a question, though, as he answered while carrying me into the battery room. “Yes. It was a happy accident during the desperate last bombing run the dragons made, before destroying my last lab and the hope of the resistance movement. I was working hard to finish off a younger clone of myself, while also building a series of this golem model.”
 
   Father dropped me on the table next to the battery designed to store the elemental electricity I was supposed to bring back. He started strapping me down to keep my still uncontrolled twitching from shaking me off the surface.
 
   “Needless to say,” Father continued while securing me, “because of the explosions, the conscious transfer device failed to connect my mind with the clone’s – which was fortunate, as that flesh and blood body would never have survived the lab’s destruction. Instead, my memories and consciousness were transferred inside this construct.”
 
   I couldn’t be sure if it was a lack of tactile sensitivity in the golem’s artificial hands, or if Father was just that distracted while talking, but the bindings were not tightening to my flesh. They actually seemed to be being repulsed by my charge a little, making me wonder if I was forming some sort of field. I didn’t dwell on the curiosity too closely, as I didn’t want to draw attention to either my growing ability to feel and control my muscles or the loose bonds.
 
   Father, seeming in love with his own robotic voice, continued talking as he finished the last strap and began placing contacts on my chest and belly to allow the transfer of electricity to the battery. “It has been much more troublesome interacting with the rest of the world without a flesh and blood body, but as magic and technology have continued to allow transactions to occur without ever having both parties meet, my ability to gather the right tools and resources for my projects has gotten much easier.”
 
   I tensed slightly as I felt him complete the connection between myself and the battery, expecting another painful pull on the field that had become so intimately tied to my nervous system. There was a slight falling sensation as the energy started being pulled from me, but no pain. 
 
   I could actually feel a small electric field being generated between my fur and the contacts, controlling how much power was being taken.
 
   “Strange…” Father’s voice hummed from where he stood looking at a nearby console. “The battery seems to be pulling power less efficiently than I had calculated. There is certainly enough power to keep the portal Reaper has so thoughtfully opened to his base of operations open while I release the geno-fog, but I’d rather not do that any longer than I must. I am unsure how much of your collected power the transfer will take.”
 
   “Why?” I asked, desperate to buy enough time to more fully recover.
 
   While the pain of my shoulder and arm wound were starting to become strident, I still had no control over my movement.
 
   “What a stupid question,” Father grumbled, like he was rebuking an ignorant student. “All dragons are evil incarnate.”
 
   “N….no,” I replied, feeling stronger, both in body and the connection to the elemental electricity still stored deep inside me. “Jake’s a good friend.”
 
   “You are wrong to think so!” Father shouted, from where he had moved to a different console. “If a dragon claims to be your friend, they are just using you to make themselves look better! They are wicked beings and can know only the illusion of kindness, which they use to learn your weaknesses so that they may abuse your trust!”
 
   I realized I had really hit a nerve in Father with my comment, as I heard a portal generator hum to life.
 
   While still shaky, I was able to raise my head to see the golem housing Father’s consciousness examine a newly produced viewing portal of the large room, where Reaper was directing what appeared to be the last few members of his team through the portal he had brought.
 
   Each breath I took seemed to build and focus the core of my remaining energy. My need to stop Father from unleashing a weapon of war was churning up a storm within me, charging my will to defy his plans for me as well.          
 
   “Not so fast, I want to see the look on your snout,” Father stated coldly.
 
   I assumed, since the image of Reaper’s dark form paused and looked around during the comment, that it had been broadcast like his threat five minutes ago.
 
   With a snarl, I flared my energy field and pulled free of the restraints, which caused everything electrically powered in the room to flicker. Out of the corner of my eye, I had seen that not only had the viewing portal been affected, but even the portal and lights in the room upstairs.
 
   “You tied everything to this battery?” I muttered, knowing the answer even as I asked.
 
   I felt a grin spread over my muzzle, as thick blood trailed from the corner of my lips, a cut dripping my genetically modified life to the stone floor. “How unscientific.”
 
   We stood for a moment, golem and rodent, in silence.
 
   Then, with a speed which belied his cumbersome form, Father charged.
 
   “I cannot allow your malfunctioning programming to interfere again!” Father screamed, rushing me with the twin spikes extending from his stone fist.
 
   He might have been fast, but I was faster – and I knew what my true target needed to be.
 
   If my small rush of power had such a far reaching effect, what would more power than he had planned for accomplish?
 
   I leaped to the side, slamming against Father’s precious battery and let every ounce of my stored power flare out. 
 
   I felt the stab of both spikes hitting my lower back as the battery exploded in an incandescent ball of light, with a thunderclap of discharged energy.
 
   As everything went dark, I wondered if I had failed.
 
   I had been stabbed either two or four times depending on how you counted the twin spikes.
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   Shattered
 
    
 
   When I realized the pain meant I was still alive and needed to open my eyes, the dim red emergency lights were on. Without the hum of machinery and the main lights running, the lab was much quieter than it had ever been before .
 
   Laying prone on my back, with the scent of burnt fur and worse thick in the air, it felt like my tail had been ripped from my spine and a trash truck had slammed into my chest. While I didn’t want to move, I had to make sure that Father had been stopped, so I sat up, letting out a pathetic squeak of pain as it felt like my smashed chest decided to catch fire.
 
   Programming entered my mind to try and manage the pain well enough so that I could function. My breathing slowed and my heart rate calmed.
 
   I still hurt like crazy, but at least I could function.
 
   Then I looked down to see how badly the battery’s explosive end had damaged me.
 
   The dim red light made it hard to tell what bald patches were burns, and what was stripped hide. I appeared to have a lot more blood on the outside than was healthy, but it was difficult to tell what wounds were actively bleeding.
 
   Certainly, my right leg appeared to have suffered at least two breaks – and then there was the metal shard sticking out of my abdomen, just under my ribs.
 
   I suspected a broken rib had punctured my left lung, with how hard it was to breathe.
 
   “Ow…” I managed, weakly.
 
   It seemed to hurt more knowing just how broken my body was.
 
   The sound of my voice brought a burst of static from next to me.
 
   Tuning to look – even moving slowly, while doing my best to reposition myself to react better – felt like I was tearing new holes in my chest, but somehow, I managed.
 
   It was the golem, sparks flying from its shattered metal chest cavity.
 
   Its left stone hand was missing, the right one crumbled into gravel, and a rugged stub on the metal forearm. While I remembered them gripping me and driving spikes into my back moments ago, I also remembered them helping me out of the vat I had been grown in, holding me steady so I wouldn’t fall before learning how to stand and balance.
 
   All of the various runes and lights that had signalled its attention to my progress as I learned and tested, reassuring me with their presence as the golem gave me encouragement, were now dark.
 
   The comfortingly simple features of its clay face were shattered, and it saddened me that this construct – this machine of magic and electronics, steel and stone – meant more to me as the thing that had watched over me and been with me for my first three days of life than the fact that it had also housed the mind of my creator.
 
   Father and Golem might have been the same thing, but until the end, he had made me believe they were two different beings.
 
   I took a hard, painful swallow upon seeing the construct in such a damaged state. A large part of me mourned the loss of the machine.
 
   That part of Golem had been everything Father should have been.
 
   The one remaining speaker crackled with static.
 
   “Help… must save… core… Zack… save… memory core… please…” the speakers were barely putting out any volume, and nothing seemed to be moving.
 
   I had no idea how to save him, or if it could even be done.
 
   Despite everything, there was a part of me that wanted to save Father and Golem. He had created me. It had trained me. He had, for a moment, in his own way, been proud of me for my accomplishments.
 
   But there was also the part of me that knew that if I hadn’t stopped him, Dr. Newdent was seconds from releasing a biological weapon that would have killed an untold number of multiple species.
 
   I realized I was crying, but I couldn’t tell why.
 
   “I… don’t know how to help you,” I whispered, as the realization entered my mind.
 
   Dr. Newdent had been broken before the old war had ever started. Having his mind transferred into the golem could have been a new beginning for him, but he held on to all the old grudges.
 
   Maybe there were some things even time couldn’t heal.
 
   I didn’t want to end up bitter like Father, and I wasn’t experienced enough to know if killing him would make me that way.
 
   “Repair…lab…access…” the static flared and fell silent, making me believe that the choice had been taken from me completely. I struggled to breathe for several seconds before the speaker squawked out a few more words.
 
   “Blue… button… med…”
 
   I almost laughed, but the pain of the shaky breath that would have started it instead cut it short. The blue medical alert button was one of several built into the wall of many of the lab’s rooms. Only to be used in emergency, I had been told. It was supposed to notify Father that medical help was needed immediately, so it was not something to touch except in emergency.
 
   While I knew Father would not be called, perhaps it would allow me to access emergency supplies for myself. I doubted I had enough strength or time to get out of the building on my own.
 
   I pulled myself up onto my good leg, noticing that both of the spikes Father had stabbed into my lower back were still embedded in me, having broken from the stone hand.
 
   I couldn’t put any weight on my shattered right leg, and every short hop on my left made every wound scream out in pain, opening a few of them to seep blood.
 
   But it was only five feet to where I could hit the blue button on the wall.
 
   A very long, torturous five feet.
 
   Twelve hops and I was unable to go further, leaning hard against the wall, feeling liquid oozing down my chest and legs.
 
   As I reached out to hit the button, I realized that it wouldn’t help.
 
   I had shorted out the power systems. The emergency lights were battery operated. This would have been tied into the main system.
 
   I hit the button anyway. I wouldn’t die without exhausting every option.
 
   The wall I was leaning on rumbled slightly and dropped into the ground, causing me to fall as well.
 
   Lights were coming on in the large, open room revealed by the vanished wall, and as I fell I caught a glimpse of neat rows of constructs that looked similar to Golem – and lines of vats that looked like the one I had come from.
 
   I hit the floor, which caused enough pain to overload my weakened consciousness, and I knew nothing more.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   27
 
   A very familiar looking blade
 
    
 
   The scent of flowers and dragons welcomed me as I regained consciousness.
 
   I could smell Jake, though faint enough I doubted he was nearby.
 
   I could smell Frostborn, and he had to be very close.
 
   I could hear his calm, deep breaths.
 
   My eyes opened slowly, very sensitive to the lights, and I blinked at the strange room. There was a window looking out over the mountains near Aeonston City.
 
   Several vases of flowers and a few balloons with “get well soon” on them sat in the sunlight coming through the window. After the few blinks to get used to the light, I saw a couple of the names on the flowers. Several had Jake’s name scrawled on the card, but there were ones from other folks I had met my first night out.
 
   I was laying in a large and comfortable bed with an IV tube attached to me. I ached lightly, but there was no solid pain, as had filled my existence when I lost consciousness within the laboratory.
 
   Energy, similar to what I had felt after draining the blue dragon that had attacked Jake and myself in the alley, coursed through my being, though I remembered expending everything I had to stop…
 
   “Newdent!”
 
   I gasped, feeling very stiff as I looked away from the window to where Frostborn sat staring at me.
 
   “He is gone,” the large dragon stated. “You ended his threat.”
 
   “Where am I?” I asked, not sure how to feel about the memories returning about my last encounter with Father. “How did I get here?”
 
   “Against both of our orders, Jake did not stay out of the building.” The huge dragon sighed. “But in going back in and trying to follow your path, he was able to reach you in time to stabilize you and call in the results of your encounter. While we had been receiving the audio of what happened, we would not have been able to track down your location in time to save you.”
 
   Slightly distracted by my itchy hide as Frostborn spoke, I had realized that most of my wounds were well healed. Other than a scar where the metal shard had gone in under my ribs, all of my lost hide seemed new and pink, but was beginning to grow fur already.
 
   “How long have I been out?” I asked, feeling confused still. Was there something powerful in the IV?
 
   “Two days,” Frostborn claimed.
 
   I shook my head, “Can’t be.”
 
   “You have three things to thank for making such rapid healing possible,” I was told. “First, as I said, Jake was at your side in time, and he was able to stabilize you so that you could get timely medical help. That’s the second thing working so well for you. Pentelem has not only picked up the bill for your treatment, but has held nothing back. Reaper wanted to make sure you got the same level of care he or I would. It was agreed by all five CEOs that you had earned it for the wounds you suffered while stopping Newdent. And third has to do with Jake again.”
 
   Frostborn leaned forwards, his large eyes boring into me. “Your ability to carry elemental electricity and your spark’s complementary charge compared to my nephew’s means that while you two are in contact, you both generate elemental power at an incredible rate.”
 
   Frostborn was Jake’s uncle? I would not have guessed that.
 
   “This usually occurs with a mated pair,” the elder dragon continued, either missing or ignoring my surprise. “A lot of magic and elemental power is required to successfully create a viable new dragon egg. Complementary charges guarantee the necessary energy will be generated. With you and Jake, it seems to offer you amazing powers of regeneration, which is rare, but not unheard of in full blooded dragons.”
 
   From his tone, I guessed that it was almost unbelievable that a hybrid rat would possess such a trait.
 
   “I am very thankful to have found your nephew,” I said honestly. It felt like something he needed to know.
 
   Frostborn grunted an acknowledgment and changed topics. “From what we can piece together from your conversation with him, as well as notes and logs, the mind of Dr. Newdent from where it was transferred into the war golem, had been trying to create a means to gather enough energy to accomplish three goals.”
 
   Frostborn paused, idly scratching one of the fangs in his upper jaw with a talon, then added: “You probably remember the first one, since he gloated about it after he achieved it.”
 
   I nodded at the dragon’s words.
 
   “The spells and machinery of a war golem take a lot of power. During the war, when he had dragons with electric breath attacks as prisoners, he could generate and charge batteries to build an army of them, but to keep his own form running, he had been unable to maintain a supply of regular recharges. So he designed you to get it for him.”
 
   My ears grew a little warm at such casual mention of my purpose.
 
   “He also wanted to get back in a flesh and blood body so that he could more easily interact with the public,” Frostborn continued. “There is still a lot of debate on how close he was to reproducing the same kind of transfer that put his mind in the war golem, but we’re certainly glad he didn’t have a chance to swap into a body we might never have been able to identify.”
 
   I licked my lips, knowing what was coming.
 
   The elder dragon had to have sensed my discomfort, and asked, “Do you know what the third goal was?”
 
   “He wanted to kill the rest of the Five,” I whispered. “Though I think he hated all dragons.”
 
   “He did hate all dragons, but especially the Five,” Frostborn admitted. “And he had built an army to do it with as well.”
 
   I remembered the rows of constructs and vats I had seen before blacking out. My mind had failed to get a solid count, but there had to have been at least a hundred of each.
 
   “Several log entries we’ve found talk about destroying the Five and all they hold dear,” the storm dragon continued. “Dr. Newdent was a very twisted rat. But then, both sides of that war did dark and despicable things…” Frostborn paused for a moment, thoughtfully, “The winning side gets the ability to hide what it wants and to bring into light the worst of their enemy to justify their actions, but in war, neither side is without sin.”
 
   I nodded agreement. The lynx reporter, Grant, had said much the same thing. I glanced back up at the row of plants, balloons and flowers, feeling relief that he had sent a small cactus.
 
   He must have recovered okay from me stunning him.
 
   “And now we’re left with another problem we need to fix, Zack.”
 
   I looked back to the storm dragon, cautious.
 
   “I’ve offered you a job, but there are some things you need to know about me, since my research has uncovered so much about you.”
 
   Upon seeing me swallow hard, my muzzle feeling very dry, the huge dragon showed remarkable control handling things much smaller than him by pouring me a cup of ice water from a pitcher near my bed.
 
   After I had thanked him for it and taken a sip, he continued. “You now have a cover story that will stand up against scrutiny better than most folks’ actual background. I’ve assigned a team to making sure it remains solid. So there will be no problem with you integrating into the world now that Dr. Newdent is no longer in the picture.”
 
   “But the problem is,” Frostborn leaned over my bed, “he’s still got programming inside you. He may have back-up plans to make you kill the Five now that he is gone and can’t do it personally. While you’ve been recovering, the four remaining members of the Five offered me the opportunity to buy in, filling the seat left empty since the death of Lord Grenchem during the war. So I have a very personal stake in seeing that we all remain safe from such threats.”
 
   I finished off the rest of the cup of water as my throat ran dry.
 
   “I like you, Zack. Even knowing what you were made to be and recognizing you as a threat, I still like you. So I figured I would give you an option.”
 
   Frostborn pulled out a very familiar looking blade. I couldn’t be sure if it was the exact same one as I had left with David, but it was certainly the same type of weapon.
 
   “I can see from your expression you have an idea of what this will do,” the member of the Five stated.
 
   “From…” I squeaked, then cleared my throat and tried to talk at my normal pitch. “From what Jake said about the two agent’s spirits, I believe that weapon steals two weeks’ worth of memories.”
 
   The dragon nodded, “Each cut or stab takes that much, yes. So one hit could easily erase everything you are, but leave you alive to be cared for and trained until such time as you could accept the job offer which would remain open for you. You would get a second chance to live life, clean of Dr. Newdent’s influence.”
 
   “Why… why are you offering this to me?” I asked, sounding more calm than I felt.
 
   “Like I said, I like you. I don’t want to have to be the dragon that killed you to keep the Five safe. Just because there’s bad guys on both sides of a conflict doesn’t mean I feel justified in responding like a villain. So I came up with an option that would allow you to live.”
 
   My mind raced through the databases on the Five again, looking for help to find a third solution.
 
   “You know you would be killing me if you took away all of my memories, don’t you?” I asked.
 
   “You’ve got programming from someone who went to great lengths to kill us all,” Frostborn replied curtly.
 
   “I not only met Reaper in person, but I worked with him to save his life, as well as everyone else in Aeonston City. Doesn’t that prove that I am not controlled by my programming. I had uncovered the goal of killing the Five and I refused to follow it. I chose to stop my maker. Why isn’t that enough to allow me to continue as I am?”
 
   My voice rose in pitch and passion as I continued.
 
   “Erasing that person might remove the programming, but at that point, I’m even less of a person than the beings you probably found in all those tanks. You’d erase everything and have no guarantee that the new person that formed during your training wouldn’t be just as dangerous to you and society.”
 
   I was passionately gesturing as I let my argument roll from me. Twice, I had to pull back on my arm movements as the IV threatened to pop out.
 
   “I don’t know much about your past, but from the information I was given on the four other living members of the Five, they all prove that even the darkest of dragons can make better choices when given the chance. Torulon had gone from someone who was building weapons similar in scope to Dr. Newdent’s during the war to a dragon putting in long hours trying to increase food production in places that still haven’t fully recovered from the ravages of war.”
 
   I pointed at Frostborn with enough force to finally dislodge the IV, but didn’t care at this point. “You yourself said that each side in the war had villains, but they also had heroes! There is very little that exists that is all black or white!”
 
   I could feel tears starting to form in my eyes as once again I remembered how supportive Golem had been, despite holding the soul of a monster.
 
   “Yes, there are bad memories and things in my mind, but that is part of who I am. They are as much a part of the individual who stopped Newdent as anything else. If your only two options are to take my memory or to kill me, I’m not going to give you the easy option of stealing my experiences, because that will kill me just as surely as you cutting my heart out, so you deserve the blood on your conscience.”
 
   I paused, feeling my blood pumping fast through my veins.
 
   “I’d rather die than lose all of the good things that happened the night I met you and Jake and everyone else who sent me all of that,” I gestured at the window and everything before it, all the kind gestures from people I had met only once.
 
   If I hadn’t been breathing so hard from being winded by my rant after two days of inactivity, the room would have been silent. I’m not sure how long the quiet lasted.
 
   It felt like hours, but was probably just a minute or less.
 
   Frostborn broke the silence with a calm question. “Would you be willing to take regular counseling from a mind-seer to make sure no hidden programming sneaks up on you or anyone else?”
 
   “Sure,” I responded. “I don’t want some stupid command from Newdent taking over me any more than you do, so I’ll accept any help I can get.”
 
   “Excellent,” the elder dragon said, making the blade vanish back to wherever he had it before threatening me. “I will let the doctor know you are awake on my way out. I expect to be notified as soon as you are released, so we can begin discussing when you can start coming in to work for me.”
 
   I grinned a little and nodded. “I will, Mr. Frostborn.”
 
   He strode to the door and opened it, pausing before stepping through to growl outside, “Aren’t you supposed to be at work?”
 
   “Nope. I called in sick,” I heard Jake comment, and I could hear the smile on his face from his tone. “They said they had things covered. How’s he doing?”
 
   The elder dragon grunted, “If you’d step out of my way so I can exit the room, you can go in and ask him yourself.”
 
   “Oh!” There was a scramble of talons on the tile floor and I tried to hide my smile as Frostborn shook his head and walked out.
 
   As soon as he was through, Jake rushed in and slid to a stop at my bedside, smiling larger than I thought physically possible.
 
   “Hey,” he said. “Sorry you had to wake up to him.”
 
   I reached out and held his talon, smiling back at him. Our currents joining together was very comforting after the intense conversation I had had with his uncle. “I heard what you did. Thanks. For everything.”
 
   The scales on the side of his head picked up a slight purplish tinge, and I realized he was blushing. “I figured you’d have done the same for me.”
 
   I nodded, squeezing his digits in mine.
 
   Jake nodded back, tracing a finger from the hand I wasn’t holding along my new scar. “The chicks are all going to think that’s sexy. Some of the guys too, though ones who aren’t as secure of the masculinity as I am might be a little jealous of you having it.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind,” I grinned.
 
   “Good,” Jake’s energy and mine swirled together as he leaned closer. “I’d hate for you to be distracted when we go out dancing. We need to ask the doctor how soon you can do that.”
 
   As far as I was concerned, waiting to ask my doctor would take too long.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Epilogue
 
   Aeonston (TTL Newswire)–The shadow of the Dragon-Dire Wolf War continued to hang over the city of Aeonston this week as a cache of war-era cultural relics was unearthed beneath an abandoned building in Old Downtown.
 
   Reports of gunfire and looting at the site were unconfirmed, although sources allege uniformed security forces were involved. Further confirmation was unavailable at time of publication.
 
   Pentelem corporation, the multi-national entity with manufacturing interests across the world, has taken the lead on the recovery of the relics, apparently at the urging of City Hall.
 
   Spokesdragon and Second Chair Reaper, speaking at an earnings call earlier this month, said: “Pentelem is working to recover the artifacts, and will see they’re dealt with professionally. The building itself will be put into use as an office for Pentelem, further helping the rejuvenation of the downtown area.”
 
   Further reports that the relics included weapons and cloning equipment – banned since the war – were unconfirmed, and stridently denied by newly appointed Pentelem Fifth Chair Mr Frostborn.
 
    
 
   “There’s nothing here that would be missed,” he added.
 
   ENDS
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