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  Chapter 1
In Chicago

Lincoln Park in October.
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Three months after they came home from Montana. 
That was how Brianna marked time now: before and after Montana, before and after the cave. Before and after Isabella’s bar full of dragons, and the titanium cage, and the plane ride back to Chicago with Amelia recovering in the window seat and Gigi with her eyes fixed on the sky outside like she was watching for shadows.
Now it was after. And after was surprisingly, almost suspiciously, normal.
The lake was slate-grey and choppy outside the apartment windows. Jerry was at the kitchen table with a stack of files and his second coffee, reading glasses on, and Brianna was at her desk in the second office with the case board up and a completely non-supernatural missing-persons case taking up her full attention. A runaway teenager from Evanston. Photographed at a bus station. Probably a domestic situation, nothing more ominous.
Normal.
Except for Amelia in the guest room of the family house, four miles away. Except for Jerry’s eyes moving to the sky sometimes at dusk. 
Except for the ring on Brianna’s finger, which still occasionally surprised her when the light caught it. 
Jerry was in a meeting with some of his clients and had agreed to pick up Brianna later that evening. 
Brianna was working in her PI office, reviewing her case notes, when Jerry appeared in the doorway. He had the expression he got when something was not quite right—not alarm, just attention—a stillness behind his eyes.
“Amelia called,” he said. “She wants us to come over.”


      [image: image-placeholder]Amelia was by the window when they arrived, staring out at the street below with her back to the door. When Brianna touched her arm, she startled—a full-body flinch, the response of someone whose nervous system had been recalibrated by eighteen months underground.
When she saw who it was, the tension left her face. She brushed her long blond hair back over her shoulder and managed something like a smile.
“What’s wrong?” Brianna asked.
Amelia shook her head. Then: “I never saw my baby.”
They moved to the living room. Amelia sat in the recliner and fiddled with the string on her blouse. Brianna sat across from her. Jerry stood near the door.
“Remember when I told you about the prophecy of the barren woman?”
“Yes,” Brianna said. “The barren woman who would save everything and find a female dragon. Which happened.”
Amelia nodded slowly. “There was another prophecy.” She exhaled. “A human-born dragon who will take over the fighting clans and rule them all. He hates humans because a human gave birth to him. He will start a war between humans and dragons. Fires and ashes in his trail. Blood.”
The room went quiet. Brianna felt a cold finger trace along her spine.
“You think it’s your baby,” she said.
“I felt something different about him,” Amelia said. “Not like the first. This one was strong. I felt him moving inside me like he was already impatient. He was almost full-term when they did the surgery. I know he survived. The dragons said they knew how to raise him.” She looked up. “What if they can’t? What if no one can?”

      [image: image-placeholder]What if the dragon shifters got out, took the baby, and raised him to hate everyone?  Brianna didn’t say that.  
Instead: “Do you want me to find out what happened to him?”
Amelia’s expression went from fear to something fractionally lighter. “Yes. Please.” She paused. “Dragon-born children grow at an extraordinary rate—faster than any shifter anyone has ever seen. 
“Let me make a call,” she said.






  
  Chapter 2
Sally
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She found Sally’s number in her contacts. She was the hotel receptionist in Helena, the one with the long red hair and the blue eyes and the compressed ambition she’d thought was just professionalism. 
Sally answered after the second ring.
“Sally. It’s Brianna. I was calling about Amelia’s baby.”
Silence. Not the pause of someone collecting their thoughts. The pause of someone choosing what to say.
“Why do you ask?”
Something was wrong. Brianna could feel it in her bones. “Amelia said the baby felt different when she was carrying him. Stronger. She read the prophecies when she was imprisoned—the dragon shifters gave her access to the books. She memorized them.”
Another silence. Then Sally said carefully, “That would explain some things.”
“Tell me,” Brianna said.
“That baby is no longer a baby. Ignis grows faster than any shifter baby we’ve ever seen, even faster than a full dragon. He is stronger than anyone his age. And he is…” She stopped. “But Ignis… Isabella said even by dragon standards, his growth is something else entirely. Something none of them has a precedent for.”
Brianna calculated it without wanting to—eighteen months from now: eighteen years old.
“Sally, what else?”
“Ignis is dominant,” Sally said. “Powerful. And a hatemonger. A deep-rooted animosity against humans and anyone weaker.”
Brianna’s knuckles had gone white around the phone. “Should we come? Amelia is his mother. Would it help?”
“Let me ask Isabella,” Sally said. “I’ll call you back.”
Brianna walked to the window and stared at the street below. “And the dragon shifters?” she asked before they hung up.
Sally’s voice warmed slightly. “They’re adjusting. They like being with real dragons. Lucas has been useful—new business ideas, helping develop the community. He seems genuinely… settled.”
“He doesn’t hold a grudge after the cage?”
“Apparently, he’s been searching for real dragons his entire life. He got what he wanted, in the end.”
Brianna almost smiled. “Call me back.”
She went to find Jerry. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Brianna thought about Ignis without wanting to—eighteen months from now: eighteen years old.
How does anyone learn anything at that pace? 
How does anyone develop a conscience, or patience, or empathy, when their entire childhood lasts less than two years?
She didn’t ask or mention any of that out loud either.
Brianna noticed this later: Sally said she'd call back. She never did. 






  
  Chapter 3
Jerry and Brianna
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Brianna found him in the living room with Amelia, who had fallen asleep on the recliner with a blanket tucked over her.  
Jerry raised his eyebrows in question.
Brianna tilted her head toward the hallway. 
Jerry followed.
She told him everything Sally had said.
Jerry’s gaze turned serious, and he rubbed his chin. “She knew this and didn’t call us?”
“She’s calling Isabella now. We’ll know more soon.” Brianna put her hand on his forearm. “Don’t wake Amelia. She needs sleep. We’ll tell her when we know more.”
He covered her hand with his and brought it to his mouth—a brief, habitual gesture, so natural now that she still occasionally marveled at it.
“Okay,” he said. “We wait.”
They went upstairs. 
The phone would ring or it wouldn’t, and the world was going to be complicated regardless, and for now, there was still this: an afternoon in October, the lake visible through the bedroom window, Jerry’s hands warm and unhurried and entirely his own.
“Isabella might call,” Brianna said against his shoulder.
“But not yet,” he said.
She stayed.
He kissed her slowly, the way he always did—unhurried, patient. And as she sometimes did, she thought about the difference between this and the way the dragon shifters had touched women. It wasn’t only the gentleness, though, that mattered. It wasn’t only that Jerry treated women as if they meant something. The real difference was simpler than that. When Jerry looked at her, he saw her specifically. Not a body. Not a purpose. Brianna.
“I love you,” he said afterward.
“I love you too,” she said. She meant it with the same steadiness she meant everything now. Not desperate. Not surprised. Just true.
Her phone chirped. She reached for it and read the message: 

Are you coming?

Gigi



“Gigi. It’s Friday. It’s the girls’ night out. She’s at a bar with the others. Asking if I want to come.”
Jerry rolled onto his side and propped himself on one elbow. “Go, if you like. I have files to review.”
Brianna shook her head and leaned back. She had plenty of time for girls’ nights. Right now, she wanted to be here when Isabella called. She turned her head and kissed Jerry on the cheek, then settled in. 
Outside, the October sky darkened toward evening.
And then the phone rang.






  
  Chapter 4
Isabella’s Call
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“Isabella!” Brianna sat up. “How are you?” 
“I don’t think you’ll be happy to hear what I have to tell you.” Isabella’s voice carried its usual gravity, but underneath it tonight was something Brianna hadn’t heard before: alarm. “I have bad news and worse news.”
“Tell me the bad news.”
“The dragon shifters have escaped.”
Brianna felt the blood leave her face. She got out of bed and walked to the window. Jerry was watching her, already sitting up.
“And the worse news?”
“Amelia’s child. Ignis. Though he’s not a child anymore.” Isabella paused, and Brianna could hear her breathing. “We named him Ignis for his color and his temper. He’s gone as well. He was already the size of a full-grown human, and no one should grow that fast. He learned everything he saw or heard. Like a sponge, but… intentional. And I believe he was the one who orchestrated the entire escape.”

      [image: image-placeholder]A chill crept through Brianna’s bones as she tried to process what Isabella had said. Ignis was only eighteen months old. He should still be a baby. Instead, he was a dragon child who had already engineered a prison break.
The prophecy, Brianna thought. Amelia was right.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Are you still there?” Isabella asked as Brianna was so quiet. 
“Yes, I’m here. I’m trying to process what you said.” Sighing, she added, “Amelia read about a prophecy when she was imprisoned,” she started, “One dragon would take over all the clans and start a war. Do you know about it?”
A long pause. “Yes. An ancient one. I never thought it would be real.” Isabella’s voice dropped. “Do you think it’s him?”
“Amelia believes so. She said he felt different when she carried him.”
“His name is Ignis. It means fire.” Isabella said, as if saying the name aloud made something real. “His skin was the color of a burning flame. He will be enormous within a year. Perhaps bigger than any dragon alive.” A pause. “I want to know where he and the shifters have gone. Their fortune is here with us—they have nothing left in Chicago.”
“Except they know where their lair was,” Brianna said. The thought came together as she spoke it. “The basement was vast. The sewer exits were never sealed. Lucas doesn’t need to own the building to use it. And he’s still the cleverest of them.” 
She stared at the lake. “Check the airport. See if their plane is still there.”
She heard Isabella make a second call. Then: “You’re correct. The plane is gone. They have left the area.”
“That was not what I wanted to hear,” Brianna said.
“Watch yourselves,” Isabella said. “Don’t start a war with them and don’t let them start one with you.”
“Take care of your clan,” Brianna replied. “I hope we can visit soon.”
“You might have to, if it comes to a fight.”
They ended
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