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        To my faithful readers who requested my ‘rambling fic tags’. This is for you. I now tag Episode 3 as:

      

        

      
        Ryuusen still does not know what to do about this, but by the Immortals, he’s trying. Llevan is trying too, albeit in very different ways with varying results. Ian does not know what’s going on. Not really, but he thinks he kind of likes it. Has he been adopted? Maybe? It’s kind of hard to tell, but at least they’re feeding him.
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            THE MORNING AFTER - LLEVAN, COLE AND SHAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Cole woke with a distinct sense of something being out of order. He had two specific points to trace that to, but that proved fruitless when his twin, Shar, turned out to be on the other side of his living pillow, their Beta, Llevan.

      "Stop it," Shar mumbled, sleepily. "No one's getting up early today. We don't have to get up."

      Cole gave a soft growl in his throat in answer. Maybe that was mostly true, but he didn't like not having a routine and not being on time. It bothered him when their days were mismatched because of the displacement that followed a rough assignment.

      Llevan groaned feebly from under both of them.

      Cole perked up at once. Like Shar, one of his favorite pastimes was teasing Llevan when he was stuck in one of his moods. Yesterday had been fun simply because a recovering Llevan was an affectionate and cuddly Llevan.

      "Don't," Shar rumbled, slinging an arm over Llevan's chest. "Stay down." He nuzzled half-heartedly at one warmed shoulder, lips mouthing over half of his claim mark.

      Llevan shuddered, pleasurably. "...Shar? Wait—Cole? How did I—ugh. What did I get into this time?"

      "The ruins," Cole said, helpfully. "You were kind of out of it. Should be fine now."

      "Now?" Llevan stifled a groan. "I feel like I've slept for a full century. Would you two get off? You're heavy!"

      "...Cole's heavier than I am," Shar muttered. He jerked away, tugging the blankets to his side of the bed and burrowing into them like there was no other option.

      Cole whined. "Am not. You're just terrible at tracking your actual stats when it comes to consistent and-"

      Llevan did groan this time, scrubbing a hand across his tired eyes. "Why?" he asked the ceiling. "What did I ever do to get both of you in my bed?"

      "You existed!" the twins chorused in perfect sync. Cole sounded annoyed, while Shar had an edge to his irritated words.

      Llevan sighed. "I didn't mean that the way it came out. Shar? Shar, come on. I didn't mean it that way. Cole—tell him—please tell him that I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just—late or early or whatever it is now. My head is killing me. I should go back to sleep-"

      Huffing, Cole draped himself over Llevan, reaching out to catch his Twin's sleeve. "He says he's sorry," he said, tugging gently. "And we still have to get up, Shar. It’s okay."

      "Don't wanna." Shar burrowed deeper under the blankets, disappearing until just the tip of brown nose stuck out with a tuft of dark hair. "It's not my turn to cook anyway."

      "It's always our turn," Cole corrected. "And I'd rather not have to pick the menu by myself. We can’t just throw things together without thinking about it. We have a guest. Or something. I have no idea what to make for the kid. What do kids eat?"

      “Food?” Llevan offered.

      All traces of playfulness drained out of their soft morning.

      Slowly, Shar rolled over and cuddled back to Llevan's side, still half-bundled in the blanket. He tugged his sleeve free of Cole's hand and interlinked their fingers together instead. A steady surge of warmth exchanged between them, their Fire element mirroring each other.

      The room grew steadily warmer, until it was at the Twins' preferred temperature. Flickers of flame snapped and crackled to life at random points in the room, before the warmth pushed out from Llevan's bedroom and continued through the monstrous estate of Emerald Hollow.

      "Warming the whole place?" Llevan frowned at them. "Are you sure you're up to that—ah!" He squawked when both of them turned their devious attentions to him. "W-wait! What’s that look for? Hey—at least let me—Cole—Shar!"

      His protests were immediately drowned out in the wall of beautifully flickering flame that enveloped them from head to toe.

      Breakfast was going to be a little longer in coming.
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        * * *

      

      Cole sprawled out on the bedroom floor, limbs stretched out in careful position, toes wiggling in the warmed air. Shar stood over him, helping with the stretches, before switching places to take his own turn.

      It was part of their usual routine and something that added a bit of grounding to their otherwise open mornings.

      Llevan was in the shower, still grumbling about their affectionate attentions because he liked to be a grump, but infinitely better healed with their flames still flickering in his hair. He'd started humming five minutes into the shower, proof that their little interlude had been good for all of them.

      Which, of course, led to Twins completing their morning exercises on the bedroom floor instead of meandering on out to find their own shared rooms in that wing of Emerald Hollow. They moved in perfect synchronization, flames continually blanketing them, as the excess warmth was channeled into the ground and further through the estate.

      Ryker’s Bane tended to be Shadow-heavy at most times, but they were usually good about keeping a decent elemental balance. Altering the temperature and shoring up the wards was simply part of being Pareya.

      Part instinct and part personal preference. It was a subtle signal to let their Bonded know that they were up and moving around. A gentle nudge to rouse some of the deep sleepers so no one would be off-schedule. Even when they weren't exactly on call, there was still a routine to keep to.

      A sort of routine, anyway.

      "Still no ideas?" Shar ventured. He breathed a sigh of relief when one particularly difficult twist caused a troublesome ache to disappear as something popped and shifted into place. His hair flickered contentedly with softly simmering flames.

      "We're not feeding him sugar," Cole grumbled. He traded positions to get his own relief from aching muscles. Alcrowe had really pushed all of them, but that was a small price to pay, considering how everything had turned out. "I'm more worried about whether he can eat at all. Didn't you see how thin he was? Either they weren’t feeding him at all or what he was eating didn’t do much good.”

      “I’d say both. Maybe they were testing something? That was a laboratory.”

      “You’re probably right and I hate that,” Cole said, sourly. “Doesn’t help with what to make or order. Doesn't that mean broth or lightly salted things?"

      "It can't just be broth," Shar protested. "He was practically skin and bones. There has to be some kind of protein, possibly a lot of blood. Easy on the sugar until we know how he reacts to it. I have a feeling it’ll overload his stressed system."

      "Well, I disagree with standard protocol. Protein and strong blood is good and all that, but some fruit couldn’t hurt. Natural sugars, if you don’t want to just give him the pure stuff. He needs it.”

      “I know!”

      “Then give him some! Who knows, maybe sugar won't be that bad."

      "You always disagree with standard protocol."

      "Because it's rarely the best option when you can customize treatment for individual results." Shar made air-quotes in front of him with sharp-pointed fingers. "Maybe something simple? He might need potions or a electrolyte booster on top of things. What if he hasn't eaten anything for a long time?"

      "Light things. Very light things. Unless you feel like making fresh things. We could even try and order something."

      The Twins collectively shuddered.

      "No thanks," Shar muttered. "We can do light things. Maybe even those chewy things with the fruit pits and bone bits in them. There’s enough of us here for that, if we make a whole platter. Could pop it in the roaster and char it up."

      Cole grimaced. "Risky. Can it eat that?"

      "It is a he," Shar grumbled. "Probably? I don't know."

      Cole clicked his fangs together in agitation. "This is why one of us should've taken a parenting class at some point in the past decade,” he said, sourly. “Then we could’ve avoided the obvious."

      "Don't look at me. I offered,” Shar said, rolling his eyes. “You’re the one who decided that you didn't feel like taking your second-level accounting class and I had to take your stupid final which overlapped with the rest of my schedule."

      "Which you flunked."

      "Did not! You did that all on your own when you flunked the extra credit tests. I had other finals that day. It's not my fault I'm better at it than you are."

      "You-! I didn't flunk it—I just—it was-" Cole spluttered.

      "Hard? Was not. You were just being your wonderful self." Shar snorted. "Whatever. It’s done now and it’s been done for years. Arguing won’t make it magically happen now." He was silent for a moment. "So, what do you want to do about it now? Should we take a class then?"

      "Saurenth, yes. Something is better than nothing. I don’t feel very equipped to take care of a child, no matter how close they are to their first century. It’d have to be quiet though. Something we can take either late at night or early in the morning. Nothing that these idiots can get all worked up about. You know how they are."

      Shar grunted. "Want to split then? We could double and transfer."

      "Don't we always?" Cole rolled his eyes. “That’s the whole point of having identical faces. You pick something. If I read through more course curriculum, I’ll torch something.”

      "Sure, sure. Just checking." Shar shuffled over to help with the next stretch without prompting. His gaze sharpened, flickers of flame dancing through his hair. "Probably something heavy for everyone else, eh?"

      Cole breathed a sigh of relief as a familiar click and pop preceded Shar's stretch. "Ah—you got it. Don't push so hard. Yes—heavy. Enough for thirds and fourths, I'd guess. That was a lot of—everything."

      "Can you blame them? It was mostly fun until it wasn’t. Also, if you'd stretch them overhead, you wouldn't have half as many of those as you do." Shar stepped back, swinging his arms over head in demonstration. His eyes were aglow with a steady orange flame and his entire body was noticeably more limber than before.

      "I do stretch. It's the left wing. It keeps cramping lately and I can't pinpoint why." Cole winced as movement tugged the wrong way.

      "Want me look at it?" Shar stepped closer, hands outstretched with a simple flicker of flame enveloping them. “Some external heat would probably get it to relax.”

      Cole rolled both shoulders back, brows furrowed. "Later. It’s not unbearable. I think the kid's up. Someone's poking around in the kitchen They’ll probably touch something they shouldn’t. Didn’t you ward it last night?"

      "The kitchen?" Shar threw him a skeptical look. The flames vanished from his hands. "Our kitchen? You warded it. I didn’t layer anything over your protections. I shouldn’t have to. They’re smarter than that on most days. They all know better than to go poking around the-"

      "Which is why I say it's the kid." Cole cocked his head to the side, his gaze turning distant as if he were mentally in the kitchen and already unhappy with what he discovered. "Definitely the kid. Thought Maury was with him though. Didn’t we leave them close enough to figure that out on their own?"

      "Is he up?" Shar frowned. “I can’t sense that.”

      "Seems like it. He stopped blocking a few hours ago. Definitely up, unless you’re blocking something else or he’s blocking you."

      "He hasn't touched my bond yet."

      "Give him a few more minutes. He's in the middle of his morning routine, I guess. That usually takes awhile."

      "Then why isn't the kid with him? I thought they were bonding or something. Wouldn’t that mean keeping him close?"

      "If I knew that answer, I wouldn't have asked the question." Cole rolled up to his feet and yawned, jaw audibly crackly. "Remind me to book a nice week or two when this is over, that we can spend in the Blackstone Spas. I’d light myself on fire right now, if it’d help and I wouldn’t have to deal with today.”

      “You and me both. Maybe we could drag Llevan with us,” Shar said, thoughtfully. “He’d hate it, but then he’d love it when he got there. I swear the man doesn’t take care of himself until there’s no other option left.”

      “Eh. That’s why we keep an eye on him. It’s just the way his brain works. I don’t have to understand it, I just have to make sure he doesn’t burn out,” Cole said, sighing. “And we'd better go. I warded the kitchen to keep Faron out of the fridge and not much else. Everything he touches always ends up poisoned and I hate making antidotes at this hour of the morning."

      "Faron's here?" Shar blinked at him, surprised. “Why don’t I know that?”

      "You were out of it. Sort of. He came in last night. Didn't you feel the wards?"

      "Dead to the worlds, my love." Shar snapped his fingers for a quick outfit shift into a decent, comfortable Flexi-suit. He layered a pullover on top of it and his favorite pair of worn, indoor shoes. The action left him feeling more awake and less disgruntled than before.

      "...that feels like Beaker." Cole tilted his head to the side. “I can’t be sure. What does that feel like?”

      Shar mirrored the action, his own eyes fluxing darker. "Don't tell me that featherbrain is back too! Are they all just going to parade in one after the other without some kind of warning? We’re going to have to go grocery shopping!"

      "They're in the kitchen, then. Both of them." Cole grimaced. “Can we use what we did last time with the meal planning? Or get something delivered?”

      "We did too much takeout last month. Ryuusen’s going to complain about overindulging and the takeout budget," Shar said, grumpily. “I swear—this is why we need to take our own duels. Extra pocket money. They eat far worse things when they’re out there wandering around on their own than a few measly days of takeout.”

      “…it’s more like a few weeks, really. That last time we were—invested.”

      “It wasn’t our fault.”

      “Ryuusen did not see it that way and I don’t want to see him that way again.”

      "You and me both. He does that whole ‘I’m disappointed in your ability to emulate your ranks’ face and it makes me want to punch him.”

      “That’s not a face. That’s his default when he doesn’t know what to say to either of us
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