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This book is dedicated to all the ones who survived oppression long enough to tell their stories, and to those who speak about the history of the marginalized and oppressed peoples. It is my sincerest wish that we all may learn and do better by being inclusive with every future generation.
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(** items are referenced, but not explored in detail)

	Transgender ftm topics such as misgendering, Latin family dynamics

	Animal rights

	Military presence

	Large crowds/general public/group behavior

	Political conflict

	Pressure, anxiety

	Profanity


**Death

**Experimentation

**Foster care

**Gender discrimination

**Hate crimes

**Homophobia

**Military force
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Mid-March

Nico breathed deeply as he entered the toasty-warm kitchen, enjoying the faintest tang of Brant’s latest delectable, cranberry and orange scones, scattered across the kitchen island on cooling racks. They mirrored the toys chaotically thrown across the living room floor. Ignoring the messy view into the other room, Nico perched himself on a bar stool facing the window, savoring the barest hint of Brant’s secret ingredient, thyme, as it teased his taste buds to life. He watched the early spring sunbeams through the kitchen window as they struggled to pierce the northwestern clouds streaming across the backyard. It was early, barely half past six in the morning, and he was exhausted. Parenting a dragon was, as the kids say, no effing joke.

Brant was still dead asleep; the sounds of his snores could be heard faintly under the master bedroom door. The long days at the new food truck lot were taking so much out of him, and between that and parenting Gustopher, Nico didn’t have the heart to wake him, even though Nico knew he should be up by now.

Nico crept over on tiptoes towards Brant’s door, the scone perched on a napkin in his hand. He ever so gently turned the handle, knowing what he would see and needing to see it anyway. The early mornings of their motley family were always the best.

Through the open few inches of the cracked door, Nico could see Brant sprawled across his bed on his stomach, one arm raised above him as if he were hailing a taxicab. His legs were also in a running motion, one knee raised up while the other was curved back. And lying right on Brant’s back, sprawled mid-flop, little grey-green ears curved back, three clawed feet dangling down, chin resting on his dad with a satisfied smile at the corners of his mouth, was Gustopher the dragon.

Nico smiled involuntarily at the view. It had been a wild six months of adjustment since that fateful, crazed 72 hours of last September when Nico and Brant had met Gus, Remi, Jasper, and the hockey boys. Nico never could have predicted what he was getting into. Had he known at the time, would he have chosen differently? He considered the idea briefly. While Nico knew he was cautious about making decisions, he was not one to regret his choices. Transgender people faced such scrutiny, invasion of privacy, and constant judgment that there was no room to second-guess. Once you had a decision in hand, you had to stick with it because you would certainly be challenged about it regularly. Of course, not all trans people were like him. Most of them were much braver: going to demonstrations and protests, fighting hateful proposed legislation, and working hard on keeping inclusivity in educational materials at primary schools. Nico wasn’t ready to start living so loudly about the trans aspect of his life, but he appreciated the efforts of the queer community deeply.

Nico stepped into the room, keeping as silent as possible as he made his way over to the bedframe. He leaned down and gently placed the barest kiss against the top of Gus’s head. Gus didn’t stir, just continued wearing his secret smile and sighed contentedly. Gus hadn’t grown very much in the last 6 months, only a few inches on all sides. Now he was a little bigger than a Boston terrier.

Nico walked around the other side of the bed and carefully pulled up on the covers that had been kicked aside, laying them gently over Brant’s back and shoulders to keep the spring chill from waking him. He exited the room as silently as he had come in, and headed for the bathroom, brushing the last of the scone’s crumbs from his bathrobe as he shut the door quietly to begin getting ready for work.

Thirty minutes later from the comfort of his SUV, Nico was still marveling over the changes that had occurred as he drove to the Japanese botanical gardens where he worked as an exhibit bodyguard. The ‘bonsai bodyguard,’ he had joked originally when he met Brant. The bonsai exhibit was still a major tourist attraction in Multnomah’s botanical gardens, so it made sense that he was viewed that way. He even viewed himself that way. But it wasn’t all that he did. Nico’s responsibilities had grown even more in the last six months, as he had been consulted by management several times on expanding their kids’ outreach program. Nico had a knack for helping to keep the crowds moving on the garden grounds when it came to large parties.

Shortly after the showdown with Rubra, Nico had moved in with Brant so they could raise Gus jointly. It had been a hectic scramble to try to develop a routine that worked for their schedules now that Remi had disappeared, and the hockey boys had finished their vacation and headed back to their original destinations. Brant had completed the build-out on his food truck, Bohunkus, and was fully licensed and operational, but this meant he had left his night job bodyguarding and was now working during the day just like Nico. The original overlap of having two parents with different work shifts had been somewhat easier before. Thankfully, they had help from two sources now as both Paula and Koffe could help out at least a few times a week.

Paula had defected from Rubra’s employment when she met Gustopher and had been helping out steadily when it came to dragon-sitting. Nico and Brant had originally met Koffe when they went to the Golden Knight dance club, and he had thrown them all out when Remi almost snapped a guy’s neck trying to protect Gus. Nico didn’t like to dwell on that memory too much.

Koffe had ended up running into Brant in the month after that on the nightclub circuit they both worked, and they had struck up a friendship. Koffe offered to help Brant finish the build-out on the cookie truck, and Gus loved having the big bouncer around. Gustopher would climb on his back, curl around his neck, and generally made the mammoth man laugh when Gus handed him the tools he needed to finish installing a counter, a wallboard, or some flooring.

Without Paula and Koffe, Nico didn’t know how he and Brant would’ve survived. The house was regularly in a maelstrom of dirty dishes, shredded toys, and clothes strewn about. The long, quiet nights of sleep were a distant memory that he longed for, the way a city dweller longs for the crisp, fresh air of the mountains. He barely had time to eat a piece of fruit or grab some cold rotisserie chicken between chasing Gus or trying to clean, cook, or sleep. Working out every other day seemed like a dreamy wish, and he missed the straightforward joy of sweat and simple reps more than he ever thought he would.

Gus had been getting a little bit bigger as the weeks went by but was more prone to the same growth spurts a human toddler went through. Nico recorded what progress he could in his notebook, but there often wasn’t time to get his observations in writing. Gus’s appetite had grown along with him, and the first few weeks were very stressful as Nico and Brant tried to keep Gus on the live-bird-only diet they had started in the fall. The pet store owners were baffled by the orders they were placing as they evaded describing exactly what they were trying to feed. Eventually, they realized that supplementing the live birds was the only way forward and started to incorporate insect meal every day. It was high in protein, easy to order and store, and came in a variety of flavors. This was a game-changer and took a great deal of pressure off Gus’s dads in those early days. Gus had stopped trying to play games of hide n’ seek when it was mealtime out of protest with the supplemental food.

Along with Gus’s growth had come more of his attitude, especially when it came to communicating. Gus was very impatient with telling his dads what he needed or wanted, whether it was food, attention, games, or affection. Desperate one day, Nico had been buying some more birds from the pet store when his bleary eyes spotted the communication buttons mat for dogs and cats prominently on display. On impulse, he bought the mat and brought it home. Brant was grouchy that he hadn’t even researched the success rate or looked up any reviews, but both of them were delighted and surprised when Gus took to it on the first day. If anything, the mat was almost too effective, as Gus started putting together more and more word fragments by the week.

Those first few months had truly been a bit of a scramble, but with the right cocktail of food, communication, and outside help, now Brant and Nico could almost resemble real adults when out in public. They even had time to shower. On occasion.

Nico felt proud looking back at all they had accomplished over the winter. He pulled into the parking lot of the botanical garden and turned the car off. As the sun warmed him through the window, he noticed he had some time until he had to clock in. He pulled out his growth tracker notebook to spend a few minutes cataloging the recent changes in Gus’s attitude, behavior, diet, and vocabulary.
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As Nico was heading home later that afternoon, he turned on the radio just as one of the DJ’s announced in a near-mania of glee, “And you won’t want to miss our next guest coming on after the commercial break! He’s a guest lecturer at Osten University, here to break down the social significance of having a baby dragon among us in Multnomah! Stick around to hear this EXCLUSIVE interview with a man who has traveled the world, gathering stories on dragon mythology for 40 years! Just because he wears a winged coat and winged shoes doesn’t mean he isn’t on to something!”

The DJ cued a laugh track and Nico visibly winced at how the DJ was trying to provoke the radio audience. The DJ was giving the listeners a sense that they were about to hear some never-before-heard point-of-view about Gus. Local news stations had been amping up the public for the last month as word of Gustopher had spread. The DJ continued, “And then at the top of the hour, we will also be hearing from a representative of Mayor Flint’s office!”

While he and Brant had initially worked to keep Gus relatively under wraps from the human population, there was never a chance that Gus would be a secret forever. When Nico had first met Gus, he had thought he was a gargoyle. It was an easy mistake to make, as gargoyles shared many features with dragons of myth and legend: long or pointed ears, sharp teeth, often four-legged, with wings and talons. The defining difference was that gargoyles were stone figures that guarded estates and churches and dragons were real — as it turns out — and could breathe fire and let out strange sound waves. Other than that, Nico still hadn’t found out much about Gus in particular. He knew he could be studying up on dragons from classical texts and tales, but he was, frankly, too tired.

The magical community had dismissed the news of Gus as a hoax and decided that the rumors about Gus being a dragon were unfounded and human hysteria. Brant and Nico had both been relieved, as they had worried that some faction of the magical community might come forward to either take Gus or imprison him.

Brant had expressed concern about what the public would do when they did find out about Gus, but like Nico, was too exhausted to come up with a definitive plan. It’s not as if they could hide; too many people knew at this point. It’s not as if they could run; global technology allowed for near-instant communication across continents; they would be immediately identified unless they went to live in underground caves. Nico immediately thought of plants he could grow without much sunlight and dismissed the idea as silly. This is what happens when you have a perpetually tired parent brain. One minute you are listening to the radio and the next you are wondering if you can survive with your co-parent and baby dragon in an underground cave system and worrying about the state of your imaginary houseplants.

It was overcast but warm as Nico pulled into the driveway at home. The clouds of the Pacific Northwest were always rich with texture and dimension, and today was no exception. It often looked as if you were under six layers of feather blankets, only the blankets were the entire sky. Nico was so busy admiring the skyline that it wasn’t until he was stepping out of the car that he noticed a small gathering on the sidewalk across from the house. They had camp chairs, coolers, and signs scrawled illegibly that he couldn’t make out. He stood still, trying to assess the situation the way Brant had taught him. Today, Brant was at the food truck lot and Gus was being watched this afternoon by Koffe. So, it was up to Nico to determine if there was a threat. It’s possible they were there for some other neighborhood event, but he didn’t recall hearing about anything in the local newsletter.

His stomach lurched at the scene before him. It might be the Gus enthusiasts, the Dragon Hunters, as they called themselves. Ever since the media had heard the news, they had been encouraging their listeners to “track down” the dragon, and some of Multnomah had taken this seriously. Since both he and Brant were seen in the casino last fall, descriptions of them had been circulating for weeks. Brant had had an easier time, as he ran his own business, but Nico had been approached a few times in the gardens, and he would make an excuse and hurry away. He had hoped the public wouldn’t find out where they lived for a bit longer, but it looked as if this was the day all that changed.

Nico could see the gathering of about four or five people. They seemed relaxed and were conversing easily. He didn’t recognize any of them, so they couldn’t be his fellow neighbors. The neighbors had only seen Gus a few times in passing, and they were still under the impression that he was a gargoyle. They had all taken the attitude of live and let live, and he and Brant were deeply grateful for it. Today, however, he decided to bite the bullet and find out what information the group had and what their intentions were.

As he approached, the group chattered excitedly amongst themselves. A few rose out of their chairs in greeting. Nico picked an older, very petite woman in the group. She looked as if she had just finished knitting a cap for a grandkid and came to watch a tulip contest. And yet despite her demure appearance, she was the one they all gravitated toward.

“Hello. I’m Nico. What brings you all to the neighborhood?” Nico opened in his friendliest fake voice, the one he used for people he had to chastise at the gardens but still wanted them to have a good experience.

“Hello there! We are hoping to get a glimpse of the little fella we all heard about on the radio. Are you one of his guardians?” The older woman inquired with enthusiasm; her penciled eyebrows raised in anticipation. Nico glanced around and saw the same eagerness on their faces. His heart sank. Somehow, his address had been leaked, and the gawkers had come to stare and gossip about Gus. It was the worst possible reason. Nico wasn’t amazing under pressure and wasn’t sure if he could lie convincingly on the spot. No time like the present, he thought.

“Little fella?” Nico replied, repeating it back with a note of forced confusion. He winced internally. It didn’t sound convincing, but he kept going. “Not sure who you are talking about or why you would think he’d be here.” He decided to try throwing them off the scent. “If you are talking about that little dragon, I heard he lives out by the hospital. Something about a big stone house, with towers and everything. Huge lawn. Carriage house. The works.” Nico found himself describing a property he drove by every day on his way to work. The faces looking back at him grew hesitant, and the older woman looked disappointed briefly. She had a shrewd expression though, and she frowned at Nico. He quailed slightly at her look and tried to fix his face with a look of confusion. Brant would scold him later; he was sure of it.

“That’s strange. I thought for sure we had found out where he lived.” She carried on, “I just wanted a glimpse and maybe a picture or two, you know, for my grandson. He’s just wild about dinosaurs and all kinds of ancient and exotic creatures,” she said, oblivious to the wry smile that had crept onto Nico’s face. “There was a radio contest, you see, and several of us put together the clues after talking it over on one of those, what do you call it? a chat parlor? Only it’s on the computer?” She said, marveling at the technology. Someone from the back could be heard muttering “Chat forum, you goose.” The other people were looking uncertain at Nico’s response. Maybe he had managed to convince them of his lie after all.

Nico could make out one of their signs now that he was up close. It was poorly written, but one was scrawled in red with the words, “WE ARE READY, TEACH US” which was unsettlingly vague on its own. Did they think Gus was some sort of savior? Nico snorted under his breath. If only they knew the tantrums he threw, they wouldn’t think so highly of him then.

“Well, I gotta get started on dinner. Good luck to you all.” Nico said, dodging the subject and looking down, waving a hand goodbye in the air as he made his way back to his house. The feeling of dread at seeing that sign followed him up the walkway. He was hoping they would disperse and give up, but he could hear them talking even from this distance and it didn’t seem as if they were going to leave so easily. He pulled out his portable phone to message Brant to be careful when he came home later. He was still typing out a message when he heard a thump on the other side of the door.

He could spy the grinning face of Koffe through the door’s window, but it wasn’t Koffe who was raking his claws against the bottom half of the door. Nico risked a glance across the street where the onlookers were craning their necks to get a better look. Nico waved again in what he hoped was a “nothing to see here, no dragons, go away” manner, but that seemed like a lot to ask from one wave, so he dropped his hand.

He mouthed the words, “back up” to Koffe while widening his eyes and glancing at the street. He raised his eyebrows meaningfully.

Koffe was a sharp tack, he understood immediately. He leaned down briefly and the scratching noises at the door stopped. He backed away from the door, and Nico walked in quickly and shut the door firmly behind him.

“Any trouble?” Koffe asked in his unmistakable basso profundo voice. He tilted his head towards the street to indicate he was aware of the interaction outside.

Nico sighed as he took the squirming Gus into his arms. “Hard to say. I tried to throw them off, but they seem determined.” Nico snuggled the babe briefly, giving Gus a quick kiss on the head and a tight squeeze before setting him back down. He walked over to the living room window and pulled the curtains closed. Gus scrambled excitedly behind Nico.

“I know we knew this day was coming, but...” Nico trailed off despondently, watching Gus play with his shoelaces, tearing them out with his claws. This was a battle Nico had given up weeks before. Fortunately, he had a drawer full of backup laces. A locked drawer. He and Brant were making bets on how long it would stay locked. The currency was exchanging household chores. Gus’s dexterity was changing almost daily, and this was a new terror for his dads. Of course, Gus was delighted with it and was testing all kinds of doorknobs, latches, handles, and locks. It was not the best time to have a dragon child wandering outside.

“Life will hand you a cupcake and a firecracker at the same time, won’t it?” Koffe said philosophically.

Nico sighed again and looked at his friend. “Thanks for watching him. Don’t say anything to Brant. I’ll talk to him.”

“Understood. Don’t wait too long, though. He’s pretty sharp.” Koffe said.

Nico snorted audibly. Koffe had a knack for understatement.

Nico leaned down and gave up his laces to Gus, pulling them out of their eyeholes and handing them to the toddler. Unlike a human toddler, Gus was not prone to putting things in his mouth, but he enjoyed flexing his claws, both front and back. He fell back flat on the ground and started to play a game called “cat’s cradle” with the laces, making intricate knots, loops, and patterns in record time with all four of his legs. Nico watched with fascinated horror. It’s going to be a terrible night, he thought. I wonder if I could message Brant to stop at the hardware store to get more combination locks, Nico mused to himself. Those were the only locks that Gus hadn’t mastered yet. If he wasn’t messing with a lock, it was out of love for his dads rather than a sense of obedience. Just like human children, Gus had no sense that the rules of the house were for his own protection. Nico peeked out the window shade and saw that the crowd was slowly dispersing. He breathed a sigh of relief and waved goodbye to Koffe as his friend headed out the door.

As Nico headed into the kitchen to start some dinner, he pulled out his phone again and saw the half-written message to Brant. He considered briefly and decided to delete the message. It would only stress Brant out when he couldn’t ask questions or do anything about it. Brant was a spring-into-action sort of guy. He would only fret at work. Nico decided to talk to him tomorrow if the group outside even came back. After all, they might believe his lie and move on.

A few hours later, and after several delicious fish tacos smothered in mango and lime had been consumed, Gus was settling down and playing happily in the basement with his myriad of toys and Nico was in the living room journaling the changes that he had been thinking about over the last several months. The winter season had been challenging with Gus but also some of the most rewarding of his life. He and Brant had become very close, and watching his friend struggle daily with being a civilian gave him a deeper appreciation for Brant’s ambitions. Winter had been a rough month to launch Brant’s food truck, Bohunkus, but the few people who had ventured out had been rewarded with some of Brant’s delicious cranberry and rosemary thumbprint cookies, then, as the winter had turned to spring, business had picked up even more as word spread.

Gus had become slightly bigger but with it came the tantrums. Despite the communication mat, he was frustrated with having to stay indoors throughout the winter and had taken to zooming back and forth all over the house on his fledging wings as far as they would take him. This had resulted in some destroyed wall decorations, a few dents in the paint and trim, and even some patches of burnt flooring when Gus decided to vent his frustration with a flame or two. Brant lost his temper over that. Although, Nico could admit to himself, hearing your best friend yell, “No scorching Grandma’s floors!” to their toddler dragon was pretty funny, in retrospect.

By the time Brant walked in the door at 10:30 p.m., Nico had finished feeding Gus dinner, his own journaling, and his chronicling of Gus’s progress. Nico was yawning as Brant nodded wearily at him, closing the side door quickly when he heard the familiar sound of claws scrambling on the basement stairs. Gus was a blur as he leaped into the air, his wings flapping furiously in an attempt to soar gracefully into Brant’s chest. What ended up happening was closer to a Wallace flying frog, his claws extended in front of him, perfect trust in landing solidly on Brant’s chest, forcing him to stumble back into the door.

“Hey, dude. Were you good today? Give any of the fam any trouble?” Brant was hugging Gus to him but surreptitiously looking around, clearly checking the floor for scorch marks. He looked at Nico, who gave him the thumbs-up gesture and Brant visibly relaxed.

“I’m exhausted. Anything to share from today?” Brant asked, grabbing the extra tacos Nico had left on a plate for him. Parenting meant eating when you could, not when it was best for you. Brant hadn’t eaten recently; he was wolfing down the tacos at record speed while looking at Nico expectantly.

“Uh ... no. Nothing major.”

Brant gave him an appraising stare. “Okay then. I’m headed to bed. Has he been fed? I can watch him tomorrow; I’m taking the day off.” Brant said as he washed his hands at the kitchen sink. Gus was curled around Brant’s leg and was tearing his shoelaces out now as well. Brant had bet that Gus would get into the shoelaces drawer in less than a week, and they were already at 5 days. But given the cat’s cradle patterns Nico had seen this afternoon, he suspected that he would be losing this bet. That meant he was doing the dishes every day the next week. Rats. Nico sighed inwardly at the thought.

He replied, “He’s fed. No major incidents today. Get some sleep, you earned it.”

Brant nodded in agreement. “Sounds good.”

Brant lumbered off to bed, and Nico followed suit. Gus hesitated, then followed Brant to the master bedroom.
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A few hours later, Nico awoke so violently that he sat up in bed, his whole body tense and shaking from sweat. He was breathing heavily as if he had run a long distance in fear for his life. Disoriented, Nico looked around the room in confusion. It took several minutes for his hands to stop clenching the covers. His eyes were so myopic with fear they couldn’t focus on finding the water bottle next to his bed. When he did find it, he drank deeply, desperate to wash away the blackened grief that clutched his heart. His head was pounding, his heart was racing at an erratic and accelerated pace, but he had no idea why. His dream had been so bizarre. He grabbed the hair on his head and pulled in frustration. He remembered smoke and a rancid stench. There was a devastation, but what was it? The dream was slipping as fast as it had overtaken him. Nico rose and paced the room, his mind reaching for the details before they vanished.

A vow. A promise, yes. A promise had been made to avoid this at all costs.  

But where did that dream even come from?
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The smoke was rising in the morning air from the pit. Huge, white puffy clouds ringed with green and flashes of silver, stark against the blue sky. Gus watched from a distance as the humans gathered the dead into wheelbarrows, scraps of fabric tied around their pitifully small mouths against the overpowering stench, and carried the bodies ungently, dropping them into the deep hole in the ground on the outskirts of the village. A putrid, evil human would drop a torch into the pit and Gus would watch the fire rise slowly. Again.

Xer watched this display with a vast and empty heart. The grief was too large, it swallowed xer whole and left only a frail spine to hold together its claws and ears, its tail and legs. How could xer keep trying? It had been so long in the reckoning of human time, something that dragons didn’t bother to measure. What a dragon called a day, a human called a year, so what was this, to xer?

It was not the first time, but someday, it would be the last. Xer swore this again, as if the last swearing — and the one before that, and the one before that — hadn’t been in vain. There was a time, in a different country when the ice had covered more of the land, when the presence of different people — something that manifested across all types of humans, wasn’t so shunned. Wasn’t so hated and feared. Humans were
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