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      Bumps and divots and tactile non sequiturs wrenched across Ladon’s abdomen. The RV bounced. Reflections of Dragon’s patterns whirled across the ceiling and only added to his unease.

      A damned dream had turned his gut into a cauldron.

      He rubbed his midsection. They’d be home soon. The Jani Fates might have put them through hell—he could think of a thousand safer ways to activate his beloved Rysa’s new Shifter healer abilities than the fight they’d just endured in Salt Lake City—but that was done. In less than four hours he’d be in his own bed, under the solidity of the cave’s dome with his woman where she should be—pressed against his side and free of her family’s torture.

      He’d sleep off his wounds in comfort and peace, all his nightmares be damned.

      Yet a sour sense of foreboding grated at his insides. The fractured emotions of the dream still chafed his body raw.

      Rysa lay between him and Dragon, asleep again. He rolled against her back and snaked an arm around her waist. Gently, he splayed his fingers over her belly and laid his forehead against the nape of her neck.

      Her mist-under-the-moon scent calmed some of the dream’s aftereffects.

      Sighing, she rolled slightly, and her body unconsciously molded against his. He shifted to close the gap, and the sourness seeped away.

      This, with her, filled more holes in his long life than any other moment he’d experienced. Yet he couldn’t shake the thought that the dream’s menace was backwash from her Fate’s future-seer. Her abilities saw something bad coming, and through the connection they shared, so did he.

      Except it felt familiar. It felt like him. Twenty-three centuries he’d walked this earth and rolling dread only pierced his gut before the universe reduced his life to rubble.

      Dragon’s patterns flickered to warmer tones. Unease filtered through the river of energy Ladon shared with the beast—or it filtered from him to Dragon. After over two millennia sharing a psychic connection, sometimes neither of them could tell to whom an emotion belonged.

      We are safe, the beast pushed into his mind. A slow ocean of disconnected patterns moved across the beast’s hide. You must not worry. Rysa will be distressed by your mood.

      Ladon willed his muscles to loosen. Even if his body screamed to pay attention, to keep his eyes open and his senses primed, she didn’t need to see his unease.

      She blinked and stretched, and a strand of her richly-toned hair fell across her eyes.

      The beast nuzzled her shoulder. Rysa yawned and wiped away sleep with the back of one hand while scratching Dragon’s jaw with the other.

      Ladon forced a grin as much to bury his discomfort as to mask it from his love. Even without her abilities to see past, present, and future, Rysa picked up more than she realized. The beast was correct—she’d sense his anxiety if he wasn’t careful.

      He stroked the stray hair from her forehead.

      “Hmm… Where are we?” The blanket bunched up between them when she scooted closer.

      Before they left Salt Lake City, they’d both changed into some of his brother-in-law Derek’s extra sweats. She now cuddled against Ladon’s side wearing a big-eared, big-eyed Russian cartoon character emblazoned across her chest. The t-shirt stretched tight between her perfect breasts.

      He’d never found a woman with such exquisite balance. One breast was slightly fuller than the other—just a fraction, not enough that a normal would notice—but her other had a small mole on the center top. When she held her arms out to him, it formed a line between her shoulder and her nipple and perfectly balanced the slight extra roundness of her other breast.

      He traced his finger over the cartoon character’s ear, gently circling the mole under the fabric.

      Her fingers traced the grooves of his bicep.

      Every inch of his skin, every muscle and every tendon, sighed under her touch. Four days they’d been together. Four days and his body only felt whole when she pressed herself against his side.

      “We’re almost to Rock Springs,” he whispered.

      Her fingers caressed his forearm. Her seers danced along the borders of his consciousness with the rhythm of her movements, both tender but solid, in a lovely and sure cadence.

      He let it flow over him. The music of her Fate abilities wove into the edges of his mind the way her fingers wove around his hand. He breathed under the completeness of her caress—mental and physical—soothed more than he should allow himself to be.

      He glided his lips over her brow, then down the bridge of her nose to land a gentle kiss on the tip. Another kiss followed, a sweet touch of his lips to hers. Her scent curled into him, but this close, a hint of something new added a deeper note to her bouquet: ‘Acceptance.’

      Rysa’s Shifter half had brought more than healer abilities—she had burgeoning close-range enthraller calling scents, as well. Scents he could only smell when he was within inches of her body. Scents made just for him. Scents that said she loved him.

      He could let his focus change. Concentrate on her skin and her touch and the wonders she shared with him. He could cover her with his body and kiss the sleepiness from her mouth. Give back to her all she’d given him and let everything else fall away.

      He nuzzled and nibbled her earlobe. The divots lessened as he pressed himself against her and he felt, for the first time since opening his eyes, that maybe he’d only had a bad dream. A reaction to what had happened, not what will. He lay now next to perfection. What bad could happen?

      She tickled the furrow between his abdomen and his hip and he squirmed. “Woman, you will be my end.” A rumble threatened to escape from his chest—his rolling dragon vibration that emanated from the spot below his heart. It had happened with other women, but never as loudly as it did with Rysa, and never as often.

      And she seemed to enjoy it. If they were quick, they’d be dressed again before Sister drove the RV into the all-night grocery in Rock Springs. He worked his hand up her thigh to the firm curve of her bottom.

      She grinned and her eyes twinkled, but she yawned and leaned her head against his shoulder. “You’re going to have to wait until I feel better.”

      He pulled back. That’s not what she’d said outside of Salt Lake City. She’d crawled on top of him, the activation of her Shifter half priming all her appetites, and rubbed against his groin until he couldn’t take it anymore and flipped her on her back.

      He pushed himself up on his elbow. Her skin felt hot beneath his hand. He hadn’t thought about it—she might take longer than other Shifters to come out of activation—but now he wondered. And she hadn’t asked for food since they’d left—not even an apple or a drink of water in the five hours they'd traveled.

      The dream’s dread resurfaced and scoured a new trench across his stomach.

      Behind Rysa, discordant patterns swirled across Dragon’s hide.

      Rysa rolled away. “I feel everything you two pulse back and forth between each other, you know.” She rubbed the beast’s snout. “I’m fine. I’m still activating, that’s all. Who knows what kind of Shifter I’ll be, huh? Since I’m an active Fate, too.” She grinned but only the corners of her mouth lifted. She didn’t believe her own words.

      How could he have missed this? He’d been so wrapped up in his own desires, so amazed by the newness of her Fate-Shifter combination, that he’d failed to consider the potential danger of a double activation.

      There were probably good reasons half-breeds were only activated as either Fate or Shifter. Probably very good reasons.

      Her skin had taken on the tone of ash. The fever hadn’t diminished and still flushed her face and neck, but a pallor had set over her cheeks and eyes.

      He touched her forehead. She felt warm yet clammy.

      “Ladon, I’m okay.” Her brows knitted and the corners of her mouth dropped down. She looked the way she did when she worried about him. “When my aunt gets here, she’ll take care of it. I’ll be all right.”

      She lied—fear sparked across their connection. Her aunt might be a class-one healer, but Rysa thought her double-activation was destroying her body. She was trying to conceal it from him and Dragon.

      “Rysa, if you’re hurting, don’t hide it. Don’t—”

      Dragon flattened his digits and retracted his talons. Dmitri says Lucinda de la Turris comes, Rysa, he signed in American Sign Language so she understood, one big eye level with Ladon’s face. He says she is a good healer and will help. He spoke to Derek, and they are cousins. Dmitri would not lie.

      The beast pulsed calm as his big hand returned to her hip. You are increasing her anxiety, Human.

      Ladon sat up. She’s sick. Dragon’s accusatory tone wasn’t helping.

      Rysa rolled onto her back, one palm on Ladon’s stomach and the other on Dragon’s snout. “Quit fretting! You’re both worse than my mother.” She rolled onto her front and closed her eyes.

      Dragon’s hide pulsed in his version of a frown and Ladon stared at Rysa’s back not understanding why she acted this way. It didn’t make sense. He would do whatever was necessary for her to be healthy. He’d go anywhere and acquire anything, even if he had to fight every Fate, Shifter, and Burner on the planet to do it.

      She knew that. She didn’t have to ask.

      “I’m serious.”  Rysa buried her face in the pillow. “I’m not a doll. I won’t break.”

      “But—”

      She sat up in one swift, stiff motion. Her seers raked through the back of the RV, grating and dissonant and not at all as rhythmic and musical as they should be.

      Ladon squinted. No Fates’ seers had ever felt so harsh. Rysa’s had turned rasping and violent so fast the surprise of the change hit him harder than the new rawness spreading through his mind.

      The part of her she called her “nasty” jigged along their connection as if it danced on hot coals. He felt it, and almost saw it as a real, visceral extension of the woman he loved.

      Inside Rysa, Fate and Shifter rubbed against each other and the sparks set her body on fire.

      The energy he and the beast shared collapsed into a tight stream. Every other time they’d contracted their energy around Rysa, calm settled her mind and pleasure eased her body. Her nasty would drink deep and order would right her world.

      But now, her breath hitched. A glaze clouded the moonlight of her irises and she blinked in a steady but unnatural cadence. “Put on your shirt.”

      Ladon nodded as he reached for a t-shirt. Her face had flattened as it did when she passed out—but that shouldn’t happen anymore.

      When she’d scooped Dragon’s talon out of the puddle in Salt Lake City, she’d realized the beast—or whatever metallic compounds made him shimmer—was her true talisman, not the burndust-infested chains. The talon seemed to make her feel safer, as if having such a large dose of concentrated Dragon on her body gave her extra confidence. So Ladon had bound it in duct tape and twine, to blunt its edge and hide its dragon-vanishing properties. Rysa now wore seven inches of talon as a curve of adhesive tied with a square knot at her nape, even though it was still obvious and would likely draw stares from normals.

      Her hand rose, rigid as if she didn’t have control, and touched the talon before her finger pointed toward the front of the RV. “Something’s wrong,” she whispered. “The road is stiff.”

      Stiff? Her seers pounded on the edge of his consciousness. What was happening to her?

      Dragon’s hand cupped her back. Her fever rises.

      Divots poked again. Trenches deepened. Dread dropped from the sky and slammed into Ladon’s body so hard his back felt as if it would snap.

      Rysa stared through the curtain separating the back of the RV from the front and the road ahead, her eyes narrow. “Put on your boots. Now.”

      “Love, what are you seeing?” An instant of fight flickered along their connection. All edges delineated. All sound heightened. Her seers backwashed into his mind.

      “Past, present, future—I can’t see anything. The world is sharp and cutting. Hard and splitting.”

      Ladon pulled the t-shirt over his wounded shoulder. The bite he had suffered in Salt Lake City throbbed but he ignored it.

      “Ladon…” Her eyes rolled back into her head. Her spine arched. Her mouth opened wide and her breath rattled into her chest.

      She dropped against Dragon’s chest.

      “Rysa!” All the muscles along Ladon’s spine knotted.

      Dragon scooped her up and placed one hand on her back. He flexed his digits, fully retracting his talons, and reached for Ladon. The beast didn’t need to touch his chest. Ladon already felt the torrents flooding off her body. They broke free like vapor boiling off too-hot skin.

      But Dragon touched and an inhale stopped halfway into Ladon’s throat. Fever washed through every fiber of Rysa’s inflamed body.

      She burned.

      And he didn’t know what to do.
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      Discordant patterns fired from Dragon. He didn’t know what to do for Rysa, either. Ladon crawled over his tail, toward the edge of the bed.

      Sister-Dragon had been ignoring the back of the RV since they left Salt Lake City. She’d extended a bit of kindness to her brother that Ladon hadn’t expected—she’d curled up, her ridges to them and her psychic connection to her brother minimized.

      Ladon yanked the curtain aside and her hide immediately brightened from night-shadow to the dull-but-uniform glow of a dragon roused to awareness.

      “How far—”

      The precision of dragon-sensing overlaid his own already sharpened perception—the world took on exact depth, specific gradients, perfect angles. The smooth wood interior of his sister’s RV glowed in the moonlight filtering through the windows. The windshield acted as a portal to the dark Wyoming landscape outside. The land looked like a snapshot—and under it, a map. Hills, scrub, dry high mountain dirt surrounded the ribbon of freeway they traveled.

      Which meant only one thing—the beasts were tensing for battle.

      Ladon slapped Dragon’s tail. “Listen to me! Rysa needs help!” Not a fight.

      Sister-Dragon raised her head and peered at the back of the RV. Something is wrong. Her hide pulsed with sudden, sharp patterns.

      Rysa is too hot, Ladon pushed back. But his shoulders loosened to enhance speed. His back straightened and his core tightened. His body instinctively readied for a fight anyway.

      Dragon pressed his head against the roof. He watched the road over his sister’s back. Derek comes.

      Sister-Dragon rolled closer and sniffed Rysa. I hear her.

      Ladon’s brother-in-law climbed over Sister-Dragon’s bulk. He nudged back his ever-present hat as he dropped onto the bed. Ladon nodded, thankful as always for Derek’s compassion and his time with Sister—and with him. Derek kept them both from being washed away by the tides of the modern world.

      He’d long ago become the anchor that kept them human.

      Like Rysa. She pulled Ladon out of the brackish pit in which he’d submerged himself a century and a half ago.

      Losing either of them could not happen.

      “Anna wants to know what the hell’s going on.” Derek checked Rysa’s pulse. “She okay?”

      A sense of imminent danced like fire across the back of Ladon’s neck. Outside, through the windshield, the night took on a weight it shouldn’t have. The interstate looked too dark—and crisper, as if the underlying map had pushed its way to the surface.

      Something played over Derek’s face, but Ladon didn’t catch it. Distracting heat wafted from Rysa and fight screamed inside Ladon’s head.

      Dragon swiveled his big head forward. I can feel them, he pushed.

      Sister-Dragon rolled backward, her neck and shoulders undulating over her haunches, and blocked all view of the front. They are close.

      Whatever sparked between the beasts yelled in Ladon’s mind like a manic clown waving his arms. It felt separate from Ladon’s thoughts, but all too real—and nasty.

      Rysa’s abilities were backwashing into his mind again. They had to be.

      Up front, in the driver’s seat, Sister swore. The RV lurched.

      Ladon swayed forward as Sister-Dragon flattened against the floor. Her talons locked onto the RV’s walls. Behind him, Dragon flattened upward, against the sidewall and ceiling, the mirror opposite of his sister.

      The windshield came into view and a sudden bright light filled the RV. Someone pointed a spotlight directly onto Sister.

      Derek also swore. His hand rose to shield his eyes and his face scrunched up in surprise. Ladon squinted, trying to cut through the glare.

      The dragons synced around the humans—patterns moved from one to the other, then back. Sudden needles danced over Ladon’s skin as Dragon snapped his focus to Sister-Dragon and lessened his connection to his human. A groan erupted from Ladon’s core—he saw too much of Dragon’s awareness, felt too much pull—and gravity swirled in his guts. The world was not right and it strained his body.

      Dragon yanked Ladon against the wall under the side window. Up front, even though they were still moving, Sister-Dragon unhooked Sister’s seatbelt.

      Silence draped over the vehicle as a thick and heavy slowness creeping from Ladon’s ears into his vision. It dropped from his eyes onto his nose and tongue. Then it burst into his body.

      Rysa’s seers erupted through the RV, and the past, present, and future became as real and exact as his dragon-enhanced perception.

      For a split second, for nothing more than one frame of one instant, Ladon knew everything that was happening.

      All of Ladon’s thoughts, all of his actions, slammed tight around Rysa. Her abilities writhed through his senses, overlays of the world pumped to him by her mind—the fever in her core made her hurt in ways he didn’t understand. Her seers sucked at her skin as if someone pulled off tape. It all whipped around, searching through what-was-is-will-be for something to attach to.

      Rysa gasped and her eyes fluttered—and Ladon’s chest tightened, as though someone had reached inside and squeezed his lungs.

      A sudden shift in motion rolled her to his chest. The brakes squealed. Ladon braced, fighting the inertia throwing them all forward as the RV abruptly slowed.

      Up front, Sister-Dragon pulled Sister sideways and out of the driver’s seat.

      No one controlled the vehicle. They were at the mercy of the road bed, the engine, and whatever angle his sister had steered them toward just before her dragon pulled her from the wheel. The RV had slowed, but they were on the interstate, and slow here still meant deadly. Dragon-perception filled Ladon’s head, but he didn’t know what to do. How to respond. One wrong reaction and Derek or Rysa might—

      A whisper blew across the surface of his mind. Bullet, it said.

      A ball of flame burst from Dragon—he’d heard it, too. Rysa’s present-seer whispered through her unconsciousness.

      And Ladon responded.

      Derek froze. He cringed from the flame but sat stunned by the light pouring through the windshield.

      The spotlight flickered in circles around one dark, cold point. The glass’s double layers ruptured, and the circles of light fanned like birds spreading their wings.

      A projectile burrowed first through the outside layer of the windshield’s glass, then the inner layer, and an odd harmony filled the RV—the glass cracked high and the dragons roared low.

      Ladon reacted, not thinking, his body responding to this danger Rysa helped him to see. His palm curled around Derek’s shoulder and he pushed hard. Derek snapped to the side. His hat twisted off his head.

      The bullet ripped a hole through the crown.

      Ladon threw himself over Rysa’s cinched-up body.
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      Sister-Dragon yanked Sister against her chest. The thick skin of the dragon’s back ridges blocked Sister from the glass shockwave bursting into the RV’s interior. Chunks peppered the walls, hit the bed, lodged in the cabinets. But Ladon had Rysa, and Dragon curled around Derek.

      Rysa’s weight lifted from Ladon’s arms.

      Gravity betrayed them both. Ladon and Rysa pushed apart. Each rose at different angles as the RV rolled—as if she had become unhooked from the space and time he occupied. Light danced along her body—light from the spot outside, light from Dragon’s hide. Light showing him exactly how she moved away from the safety of his arms and into the open maw of an attack that would kill her.

      The RV jerked. Ladon slammed to the side. A blistering screech spun up from the wheels and gravity snapped back on.

      Ladon instinctively countered. His muscles moved, contracting, pulling, using all the new information Rysa fed him, and he rolled between her and the flat cabinets lining the walls.

      She bounced, limp and unconscious, back into his arms.

      Ladon’s gut wrenched perpendicular to the way it should be. The world reoriented—up flipped over and down became a deafening crack thundering through the RV. Ahead of him, the front seats corkscrewed sideways. The walls followed. A deafening snap pulsed louder than the screeches of the tires or the bellowing of the dragons.

      The RV slinked onto its side.

      Ladon bounced against the ceiling, his body between Rysa and the shattering metal. Sparks exploded through the side windows sliding across the road—the vehicle ground across the concrete of I-80.

      Another jerk as the RV skidded off the concrete onto the hard pack dirt along the freeway. Ladon, Rysa in his arms, dropped toward the window sliding over the high desert plain. If they hit, they’d grind, too. She’d die. Ladon countered, twisting, and his back slammed hard into a cabinet door handle. A new, sharp agony ricocheted through his core—a rib cracked.

      The RV jolted again. They hit something large—an embankment.

      The rib swayed in his chest. Pain clamped around his stomach. Bitterness filled his mouth as the fruit he’d eaten earlier forced its way up.

      He dismissed his pain. Survival meant protecting Rysa. His body was on its own.

      The whine of the axle tamped down into a frenzied rasp against the desert—a wheel must have caught dirt. The RV whipped around, and centrifugal force slammed Ladon and Rysa against the now-vertical bed. But Ladon held tight and his shoulder and upper arm stabilized her neck.

      He landed on the cabinets in a crouch with Rysa against his chest.

      By his ear, Dragon’s foot crushed through to the metal frame of the RV. The beast braced himself and the talons of one hand gouged the ceiling. The other held Derek, the beast’s digits spread to protect Ladon’s brother-in-law from whiplash and cuts.

      The RV stopped with its front end pointed toward the low hills framing the flat desert. They’d skidded around the embankment and out of sight of the freeway.

      Ladon’s ribs burned but he could breathe. He flattened an elbow against his side. Nothing felt punctured. He shifted Rysa against his chest and moved her weight to his uninjured side to lessen the strain.

      Up front, Sister dropped out of Sister-Dragon’s grip. Blood ran from a gash on her bicep and she looked down at it and frowned. Nothing gushed. She’d be okay.

      She ripped open the door behind the driver’s seat—the cabinet she straddled—and pulled out a rifle. “Where are they?”

      The dragons both rocked, their heads low, but neither answered.

      Sister yanked out another rifle and a pistol and tossed them to Derek. He set the handgun next to Ladon and cocked the rifle.

      Ladon shifted Rysa again and felt along her sides, her arms, her thighs. None of her bones felt broken. He’d taken the brunt of the impact when they hit the wall, but she didn’t move, still a ragdoll in his arms. “Rysa, wake up.”

      Dragon sniffed her face and abdomen. No internal injuries. He signed his words as he pushed them into Ladon’s mind so Derek would understand. The beast sniffed Ladon’s brother-in-law. Be careful with your right leg.

      Derek looked down at his thigh. “I am fine.” But he rubbed it gingerly, and scowled at both Dragon and Ladon.

      Ladon trailed his hands over Rysa’s still form, again feeling panic slopping against the edges of his mind. If it got out of control, he’d put his fist through the side of the RV. Or worse.

      The pain in his side wasn’t helping. “Rysa, can you hear me?”

      The beast sniffed Ladon’s chest. You have two fractured ribs, he signed.

      “Sons of bitches.” Derek stuck a finger through the hole in his hat before placing it back on his head. “We had better get to the road.”

      Sister sniffed as she yanked out another handgun and checked the chamber. “They’re using heavy artillery.”

      Derek glanced at Ladon. They both knew Sister wanted a fight—they’d both seen many times before how she reacted to similar threats. Normally, Ladon would agree. Normally, he’d snap arms and break legs alongside his sister. But right now, every second they spent dealing with their attackers was another second between Rysa and help.

      Derek pointed at Rysa as he held his wife’s gaze. “She needs help.”

      Annoyance flickered from Sister-Dragon.

      How many times had Ladon danced this exact dance with his sister?

      His fractured ribs fanned the consistent throb from the bite on his shoulder. His injuries were all on the same side, all conspiring to pull his arm in and keep him from breathing.

      He’d had injuries before, many much worse than this. But they never burned as if his own body rejected its damaged parts.

      Dragon’s hide pulsed. The beast laid one hand over Rysa’s back and another on Ladon’s shoulders.

      How much of her pain was backwashing to him and the beast? Rejecting screamed through his head and his panic tried, once more, to edge its way in. Or maybe it was her nasty, screaming for help. He couldn’t tell.

      They needed to get her that help. Now. Not bicker with Sister and Sister-Dragon.

      Dragon sniffed Rysa again. Information pulsed between the beasts faster than Ladon could follow. He held back a cringe—the beasts’ exchange made the sensations pulsing from Rysa screech like a damned drunken gang of idiots.

      How did she live with such distractions? No wonder she had problems paying attention.

      Sister-Dragon’s hide turned stony and dark for a split second before she completely vanished. Dragon glanced at Ladon just as he snapped their energy into a tight band. Then he, too, vanished. The dragons ran silent—any Fate or Shifter would have a difficult time sensing them. Even Ladon and Sister would have a hard time knowing exactly where they were.

      Sister crinkled her nose and shook her head. “I just had the RV detailed.” She threw several clips back to Ladon and Derek.

      Rysa lay on the wall, her body tightening up and her eyes fluttering under her closed lids.

      Ladon touched her arm. “Love.” The pet name escaped, a whisper he hadn’t meant to say out loud. But it held more truth than any word he’d ever whispered in his life.

      He’d get her out of here. And he’d do whatever was needed to calm her body’s rejection of its Shifter half.

      Derek’s face softened. He nodded and cocked his rifle.

      They needed to get out of the RV and to someplace protected. Ladon whistled at Sister and pointed over his shoulder. The embankment screened the back end of the RV and they could exit out the big window. They could then sneak around the hill to the interstate.

      A faint pop whispered through the air—from the front. From outside. Ladon snapped sideways as a bullet ripped by his ear and nicked Derek’s hat and shredded the brim. It slammed into the RV’s back wall, next to their escape route, and embedded itself in the fiberboard surrounding the window. Derek yelped, but was unharmed.

      Ladon whipped around hoping to catch a glint of a night scope or a flash, but nothing.

      Sister didn’t wait. She flipped out the open windshield onto the dry scrub. Dust billowed as she scampered up the front of the RV and out of sight.

      Sweat beaded on Rysa’s forehead.

      All the fear of Ladon’s dream crashed into his gut. She fell into a volcano and this time he might not be able to catch her.

      Ladon’s growl filled the vehicle, reverberating between the crackling metal and the broken glass.

      “Rysa, wake up.” Derek shook her shoulder as he watched out the windshield and the desert beyond the RV. He blinked rapidly, but—thankfully—kept his wits and pulled her toward the ceiling. Derek hid her and himself as best he could behind the pillows and bunched-up blankets.

      Ladon backed closer as he swung his rifle to his shoulder. Hot pain seared from his cracked ribs, but he held the scope steady.

      He saw nothing. No reflections. No movement. Whoever attacked was very good at their job.

      Sister knocked on the back window.

      Derek looked up, then leaned over Rysa and shook her again. “Rysa, you need to wake up.”

      Ladon bent low over Rysa and whispered in her ear. “Love, wake up, please.” His lips grazed her temple and he moved down gently, carefully, kissing her cheek.

      Rysa eyes popped open. “Down! Now!” She yanked both the men to the ground.
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      More bullets whizzed by their heads. Ladon pushed Derek flat against the cabinets as the wall behind them burst into a shower of debris.

      Ladon rolled to the side. The pain in his ribs etched itself into his mind as a perfect map of his insides, each spot separate and precisely connected to as many nerves as possible, to cause as much pain as possible.

      Some injuries he could ignore. Some pain he could breathe through. But what wafted off Rysa fanned everything he perceived—the shadows outside and the scents of fear and determination lifting from Derek. And his own body.

      Rysa sat up so fast he couldn’t stop her—but he wrapped an arm around her waist to pull her to his chest.

      She yanked away and jumped toward the center of the RV.

      “Rysa!” he called.

      Her seers rolled off her in long, drawn-out waves, low and pounding—not musical, as they should be. They throbbed in Ladon’s head—not pulsing like they had before, but undulating as if a separate, living creature had stepped out of her mind. It filled the RV with its tentacles, writhing and waving and waiting to rip whoever attacked them into tiny, salty pieces.

      It was the part of her she called her “nasty.” The part that was as much Shifter as Fate. It writhed over him and Derek, sensing.

      Protecting.

      “Oh—” Derek looked between him and Rysa.

      Ladon wondered if his brother-in-law felt her seers. Normals usually couldn’t sense anything, but the power rolling off Rysa right now almost blinded Ladon.

      She tilted her head as she stared out the front of the RV. “Leave me alone!” A deep growl rolled from her—she growled like him. Like Dragon.

      She stepped toward the windshield.

      “Bozhe moy,” Derek whispered. “Oh my God.”

      A shocking level of heat rose off Rysa’s skin. She didn’t acknowledge his touch—her hand didn’t curl around his, nor did her body react at all. He didn’t think she even knew he was there. She focused outside.

      Her other hand draped over the pistol. She didn’t look at him or the gun, but aimed it at one of the RV’s windows above their heads. The tentacles of her nasty tensed.

      Seer-sense snapped onto his mind. Ladon’s body felt odd, unglued, as if he could move joints and reform muscles. His ribs wanted to knit, even if they didn’t know how, and pull themselves back to right and solid. And his throat tingled as if something new wanted out. Something tasting like ‘control.’ Something enthralling.

      Shifters. Rysa’s seers were pushing Shifter into his mind.

      Rysa leaned against Ladon’s chest with her attention and her abilities all pointed outward, toward the desert. Her inhales and exhales felt shallow and sounded, to his ears, forced.

      She gripped his forearm. Her seer tentacles snapped outward—two Shifters ran for the RV. They moved too fast and would hit the vehicle before the dragons could catch them.

      Rysa backed against his chest. Her respirations slowed and matched his.

      He picked up something he hadn’t expected—‘synchronize.’

      Multiple bangs smashed into the undercarriage of the RV. The two Shifters climbed the axels.

      Sister’s boots thumped above Ladon’s head and down the length of the vehicle. She and a Shifter flew off the front. They landed, Sister on top, and she raised her arms in a double-fisted punch.

      A bullet grazed her side and she snapped backward, off the Shifter.

      “Anna!” Derek yelled.

      A dragon-burst hit Ladon’s thoughts—Flesh wound. Blood only.

      “She’s okay!” Ladon pushed Derek back onto the cabinets. With his blood disorder, any wound would likely kill him.

      Rysa’s nasty solidified in front of Ladon again, manifesting in the air in a way similar to Dragon’s shimmer right before the beast dropped out of mimicry. She mapped what-was-is-will-be. He saw it, smelled it, and felt it like bumps under his fingers. And he knew what to do.

      Ladon pulled his pistol up and alongside Rysa’s hip and she twisted with him, keeping the skin of his forearm touching the skin of her waist.

      The Shifter in front of the RV coughed and came up to a crouch. He focused on Sister and not on Ladon and Rysa inside the RV. Sister sat up as well, her hand holding her side and her face wrinkled in agony. The Shifter tilted his head.

      He pulled a knife.

      Rysa’s seers froze again. Move! screamed in Ladon’s head.

      He pulled her to the side.

      Derek fired his rifle. The Shifter’s head snapped back.

      “Did not see that coming, did you, you son of a bitch!” Derek yelled.

      More thumps above and the second Shifter kicked in the window over their heads. Ladon caught trajectory from Rysa’s abilities—and dart. Rysa moved his hand, and pointed his gun. Neither of them looked up, both still watching Sister and the other Shifter.

      “Fire,” Rysa whispered.

      Ladon knew as she said it. They rotated again as a dart hit the floor, and fired.

      The bullet gouged the Shifter’s shoulder. The Shifter howled but managed to hold it together enough to aim again. The sense of mapping increased and the preciseness of Rysa’s seers’ calculations of probability pinpointed, and if Ladon moved a fraction to the—

      The tentacles of power curling from Rysa’s body ruptured. The visor of her seers snapped off Ladon’s mind and the world suddenly flattened into its rightful three dimensions. All the focus they’d shared, all the direction and connection, vanished into the universe like the dissipation of mist after a burst bubble.

      Sister-Dragon dropped off the embankment onto the RV. The wounded Shifter’s arm vanished from the window.

      The Shifter flew off the RV into the desert.

      “Leave me alone!” Rysa yelled. “Leave me alone…”

      Her eyes rolled back into her head. She twitched, and her breathing rasped in and out unevenly. Her skin scorched—her temperature must have risen to 104, maybe 105. She felt like an ember in his arms.

      This was much worse than either of her activation fevers. Worse than any of her blackouts. And these Shifters had caused it.

      The fear stopped cold. No more dancing with her nasty, no more waves of idiotic distractions. It stopped and it solidified like a chrysalis around a butterfly.

      He knew what was about to emerge. He’d walked with it clinging to his shoulders like some venomous creature many times over his centuries. The chaotic rage—the need to slice and destroy—welled up from a part of him that was neither instinct nor thought.

      “Get down!” Derek yanked him onto the cabinets.

      Bullets ripped by their heads and the back window shattered.

      “Ladon!” Derek cocked his rifle. “You froze!” He nodded to Rysa. “Her issues are affecting you.”

      The rage sloshed into Ladon’s stomach like a fat balloon full of indignation. Rysa’s attention problems were not the issue here.

      A thud reverberated through the RV as Sister vaulted to the top.

      “We need to leave.” Derek pushed his hat down onto his head as he nodded toward the rear window.

      Ladon grabbed the edge of the cabinet and kicked the sides of the window. The frame burst from the casing and the entire mounting—steel and broken glass—embedded itself in the dirt of the embankment three feet behind the RV.

      “Do not speak ill of Rysa.” Ladon cradled her head as he pulled her toward the window.

      Derek grabbed Ladon’s arm. “Calm down! Do you want Brother-Dragon to flip out? Run for the highway or get shot? How would that be good for any of us? Or her?”

      Calming down wouldn’t stop the Shifter attack. Calming—

      A snap pulsed through the tight constraints Dragon had locked onto their energy. Out! Now!

      Tires churned in the dirt. A spotlight illuminated the interior of the RV with blinding glare.

      Sister flipped between the RV and the embankment, one foot propped on the dirt and the other on the vehicle, and reached inside. “Hurry!”

      Derek dove for the window. Sister yanked him through as Ladon lifted Rysa. The bite on his shoulder burned and his rib screamed again, but he handed her over. Derek curled an arm under her shoulders and pulled her along the embankment, away from the RV.

      Alarm pulsed from Sister-Dragon and Sister yanked hard on Ladon’s shirt. He dove through the window, twisting as she pulled, and landed in a crouch next to his sister.

      In front of Ladon, Derek moved fast but steady with his rifle up and his eyes on the desert behind them. Sister, gun also up, stepped between him and Rysa and the approaching vehicle.

      Derek steadied her as best he could with one arm, his rifle in his other, but he squinted against the glare of the spotlight—

      Ladon eyes registered a glint at the edge of the embankment—a knife aimed at his shoulder. He twisted, his arm and hand spinning with his movement, and caught the hilt.

      A very specific pain cut into his chest as if the blade had met its target. A pain sharp enough to slice lines into his vision and valleys into the taste of the air. One of the fractures strained. The bone must have pulled apart.

      Vengeance roared up from his ribcage and out of his mouth as a bellow so loud it echoed between the embankments.

      The glare of the spotlight, centered on Derek and Rysa, contracted into a single uniform wash of light. Two Shifters in night camouflage rounded a boulder. One lifted a pistol. The other flicked a second blade.

      The blade flickered past Ladon’s face. He tossed up the knife he held at the same time, flipped the hilt around, and whipped it at the first Shifter’s gun arm. The man screamed and dropped the semi-automatic, and his good hand pawed at the blade slicing his bicep.

      The other blade clinked against the trunk of the source of the spotlight—a big, dark-colored sedan with opaque windows. The vehicle looked reinforced and bullet-proofed.

      The knife dropped into the dirt by the rear left tire.

      By the boulders, the second Shifter pushed his companion aside and swung an assault rifle toward Derek and Rysa.

      The glare hampered Derek’s aim. Ladon stood between the Shifters and Sister, his own gun on the ground next to the RV. The Shifter could easily kill Rysa or Derek before Ladon reached his gun.

      The Shifter slammed against the embankment and flipped into the air so fast his spine cracked. He flew toward the spotlight blasting from the front of the sedan.

      Bullets ripped into the dirt across the front of the embankment aimed at where a dragon should be. But the beasts had come from behind, staying low, and had moved behind the rocks again.

      Don’t come out! The damned Shifters were now firing at random open spaces, hoping to hit one of the dragons.

      “You are all dead!” Sister fired a round at the moaning Shifter in front of the sedan and two more into the floodlights.

      The spots blinked off and the desert vanished into shadows. Ladon willed his eyes to adjust.

      Another bullet whizzed by and buried itself in the underside of the RV.

      They were going to shoot Rysa. If they nicked Derek, he would die. And he and Sister were more vulnerable than the dragons.

      Ladon raised his hands. “Stop firing!”

      “Lay down the gun, Dracas,” boomed a female voice from a loudspeaker somewhere on the car. “You as well, Tsar.”

      Sister stepped back, but didn’t lower her weapon.

      More bullets hit the underside of the RV.

      “Sister!”

      She glanced over her shoulder. Ladon had seen the mask of cold hate on her face many times over the centuries, but this fight might get her husband killed. She set her gun on the ground.

      Derek set his rifle next to his feet and Rysa slumped like a ragdoll against his side. The waves of heat radiating off her crashed over Ladon’s mind and boiled away all his control.

      He reached for her.

      “Do not move!” The voice boomed from the car again. “Stay exactly where you are, Dracos! Not even a flinch. Do you understand?”

      He’d pull this Shifter’s tongue from her head. “This will not end well, do you understand, little Shifter? We will find you.”

      “Hunt you,” Sister growled.

      “Morpher, enthraller, healer, it doesn’t matter,” Ladon yelled.

      “We know how to kill you.”

      Derek shuffled under Rysa’s weight. “She needs medical attention.” He dropped to the ground with Rysa against his shoulder. “Let us go so we can get her help.”

      By the gods, Ladon felt it—the fever made her ill but her joints ached and her muscles wanted to seize. Her nasty didn’t know what to do. It called to him and to Dragon, pleading for help.

      She needed them and they couldn’t respond.

      “Tell the dragons to show themselves. Now! Or we shoot the Tsar.”

      Nausea heaved into Ladon’s chest, flowing as much from Rysa’s pain as his own, and his legs began to buckle. He fought it, fought his own body’s betrayal, but he dropped to his knees anyway.

      “We told you to hold still!”

      “You came after me in ’84,” Derek yelled. “Shooting me is not the best course of action.” He jostled Rysa, doing his best to hold her head up.

      “They’re not here for you, Derek,” Ladon said. No, they were here for Rysa.
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      A line of crackling energy ran from the tip of Sister-Dragon’s snout, down the ridges of her back, and to the end of her tail. Her growl vibrated through the ground more than moved through the air, and a tight, pointed plume of fire erupted from her mouth.

      She stepped over Derek then Rysa.

      His dragon also growled and his talons ground into the dirt just to the side of the embankment. He pulsed requests to his sister.

      Another plume erupted from Sister-Dragon, but she picked up Rysa’s still body.

      “Give us the Fate,” the Shifter woman’s voice said. No one exited the sedan, no windows rolled down, just a voice rolling from a hidden speaker.

      Rysa twitched. A burst of startled light flashed from Sister-Dragon and washed over Ladon and Sister, and then the glossy exterior of the sedan.

      The trunk opened with a hiss, and the lid lifted with a slow, hydraulic push.

      The pain sawing at Ladon’s strained ribs and the bite on his shoulder fueled an all-too-familiar fury. He could still cut free the anger. His consciousness would float away, and the rage would chew these little Shifters into gristle.

      But his sister was looking for an excuse, and if he mirrored back what poured from her, she’d hunt. They might get Rysa and Derek out but every Shifter on the planet would end up with a bullet in the head.

      Sister-Dragon held Rysa against her chest. Her hide oscillated between wild flares and mimicking the night.

      Ladon peered sideways into the completely empty cavern of the open trunk. It was a coffin awaiting Rysa’s overheating body.

      “Put the Fate in the trunk or you all die.” The voice echoed between the hill and the car.

      There were probably two inside, and they likely had other snipers.

      “Put her in the trunk. Now.”

      Ladon stepped toward Sister-Dragon. He lifted his wounded arm, testing his range of motion, and touched the dragon’s snout. The pain ricocheted, but at least the fury hadn’t made his body rigid.

      The dragon twisted her head and looked down at Rysa. I do not trust these Shifters, she pushed.

      Ladon nodded. “I know.” He took Rysa from Sister-Dragon, carefully cradling her head as he moved her into his arms.

      He placed one arm around her shoulders and the other under her knees, and he felt for her pulse. She twitched, still hot, and her heartbeat was too fast.

      A few paces away, Sister nodded.

      Rysa opened her eyes and wrapped her arms around his neck. Her breath wheezed in and out, and her body tensed.

      “I’m sorry,” she rasped.

      Heat wafted off her like he’d picked up a cinder.

      He moved behind the sedan and held her up. The strain from his shoulder worked its way up his neck to his jaw as well as down, and amplified the pain in his rib. “Trust me,” he whispered. Then he kissed her forehead.

      His fury spread into his voice like flame from Dragon’s mouth. “You have healers. You swear you will help her?” he yelled at the Shifters. They probably didn’t have a healer who could stop Rysa’s fever. Class-one healers were extremely rare. But they might have someone who could slow it.

      “Yes.” A hint of crackle tainted the disembodied voice. This close to the sedan, Ladon felt the loudspeaker as much as heard it. They’d mounted it somewhere on the front of the car, probably in the grill—like a police vehicle.

      Ladon nodded and bent over, below the top of the trunk lid, as if he was about to place Rysa inside.

      His pressed his lips against her cheek.

      Let go, he mouthed, no vocalizations, just his lips against her skin.

      Rysa grinned. She went limp, and her arms slumped away from his neck.

      Ladon dropped her straight down into Dragon’s invisible hands.

      He leaned forward first. His damaged side screamed for him to stop but he swept the arm he’d had under Rysa’s shoulders down toward the knife by the tire.

      Rysa landed in Dragon’s waiting hands. The beast laid her on the dirt and immediately gripped the sides of the trunk. She rolled toward Dragon just as Ladon lifted himself onto the beast’s elbows.

      Ladon kicked into the trunk.

      The entire force of his movement erupted through his boots onto the back seat of the sedan.

      Outside, Dragon dropped and rolled around Rysa, and she vanished, too. Ladon’s connection to the beast stretched—he moved fast away from the vehicle with Rysa safe in his dragon arms.

      Ladon knocked down the back of the seat and whipped the knife into the passenger compartment of the car. It hit true, puncturing the shoulder of one Shifter as he turned. He yelped and thumped backward into the dash.

      Ladon kicked the driver in the head. The Shifter smacked against the window, and his entire body bounced back toward Ladon’s foot.

      Ladon kicked again, this time smashing the driver’s head hard enough against the door that the glass cracked. Shrill snapping and new refractions of light filled the interior. Another twist and Ladon pulled himself between the front seats.

      The Shifter with the knife in his shoulder opened his mouth to yell, but the heel of Ladon’s boot cracked his jaw.

      Ladon popped the driver’s side door and kicked the Shifter onto the dirt.

      Sirens blared from the freeway. Normals approached—and the Shifters ran. No more bullets flew, no more threats to either Rysa or Derek blared from the car’s loudspeaker.

      Both dragons approached the car, both invisible, both wrapped around their humans’ mates.

      Normals will ask too many questions, Dragon pushed to Ladon.

      Normals always asked too many questions. But when modern normals did it, they caused ripples which interfered with his family’s lives for a very long time. Ripples that were difficult to clean up.

      Sister threw open the side door and punched the Shifter in the face before throwing him into the dirt.

      “Derek!” Sister slapped the top of the sedan as she moved around to the driver’s side. “Are you okay?”

      He walked slowly out of Sister-Dragon’s embrace and shook his leg as if he’d knocked it on something. “I am fine.”

      Sister smacked the top of the car again, this time hard enough Ladon heard the metal dent.

      “Move so I can get out.” He pushed over the center console and into the driver’s seat.

      Sister didn’t move out of his way. “You’re driving.” She jabbed at the air next to Ladon’s ear before leaning in. “Make sure they check him.”

      Rysa is too hot, Dragon pushed.

      “I am not leaving you here alone!” Derek yelled. He came around to Sister, but rubbed his leg again. “What if they come back? What if they enthrall you? I will not leave you alone.”

      We must go. She is too hot. Dragon cradled Rysa to his chest.

      Why were they bickering? His woman needed help. “We go now!” If they kept fighting, Ladon would leave them here to rot, normals and Shifters be damned.

      Sister opened her mouth to respond, but the sirens blared louder. She swore. “There’s not enough room for all of us. Go!” She slammed the door shut.

      Dragon adjusted the back seat before laying Rysa down. He slammed the trunk and Ladon powered down all the windows. Dragon climbed on top and the sedan rocked and lowered as the tires strained.

      Ladon reached out the driver’s window and grabbed Derek’s arm. “Get in. She’ll be fine.” He looked to Sister. “Two hours on foot to the hospital.”

      Sister stepped back and her face suddenly softened. She quickly wrapped her arms around her husband. “We’ll be there straight away.”

      Sister-Dragon nuzzled Derek’s arm and gently nudged him around the vehicle.

      “You better be,” Derek said. Dragon let go of the passenger side window so that Derek could get into the sedan.

      He turned to Ladon as he buckled himself in. “I hate my blood,” he said. He slammed himself against the seat. “I hate Shifters too, by the way.” He looked back at Rysa. “Except halfsies.”

      Ladon pulled the car around the embankment and toward the frontage road. Dragon clung to the top. They headed east toward the hospital—they were twelve miles away at the most. He’d drive slowly enough for Dragon to hang on, but they’d be there within twenty minutes.

      Derek glanced at Ladon, then back at Rysa, and back to Ladon again. “You need to calm down,” he said. “That through-the-trunk move? Stupid.”

      Of course it was stupid, but what else was he supposed to do? “It worked.”

      Derek touched the brim of his hat. “Stupid gets you killed.”

      Ladon pulled onto the frontage road running parallel to the freeway. “Twenty-three centuries of stupid and I’m still here. So is Sister.”

      A rasping gasp came from Rysa. “Something bad is coming.”

      Her seers felt odd and weirder than the tentacled waves Ladon had felt earlier, as if they were stuck on—as if they leaked out even though she wanted them to stop.

      She feels fractured, Dragon pushed.

      She did—fractured and random like her attention issues were flooding back in. Or the Burner fire was reasserting itself, even though she no longer wore their talisman.

      He checked the rearview mirror. Her talon still hung around her neck, a crescent of dull tape and twine against her throat.

      “Hey.” Derek twisted in his seat and peered at Rysa’s face. “We will be fine. We all can handle bad. Right, Ladon-Human?” He placed his hand on her chest and throat, palm up.

      Her arm spasmed.

      I do not like this, Human.

      Derek laid the inside of his wrist against her forehead. “How fast can you go before it becomes a problem for Brother-Dragon?”

      My grip is firm.

      Derek unhooked his seatbelt. He half-crawled into the backseat and his back pressed against Ladon’s shoulder. “Hey,” he said, “you hold on. We are almost to the hospital.”

      A sharp inhale rose out of the backseat. “I love you, Ladon, Human and Dragon,” she whispered.

      Rysa inhaled again as if breathing through a straw.

      The divots hit. Ladon’s stomach swayed with the same swirling gravity that had seized their bodies when the RV flipped. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

      “I love both of you.” She sucked in her breath once more.

      Ladon pulled into the hospital parking lot and Dragon, invisible, ran for the building. Derek rolled out of the passenger side as Ladon stopped the car, looking out across the parking lot, his rifle up, watching for Sister.

      Ladon scooped Rysa off the back seat. Her grip on his neck was too feeble, and her chest barely expanded with each harsh intake of breath.

      His mind slammed into a tight tunnel centered on the woman in his arms. His touch felt only the heat rising from her skin. His eyes saw only the pallor of her cheeks. He heard only the rasping gasps rising from her throat.

      She tried to breathe, but it was as if the world had wrapped plastic around her head.

      Ladon ran for the Emergency Department doors.
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      Blood smeared Rysa’s cheek every time her face knocked against Ladon’s chest.

      “You’re… you’re bleeding…” Her lips made the correct movements, but no air pushed from her lungs to give voice to the words. She tried to gulp, tried to force something in so she could force it out and draw his attention to the bite on his shoulder and make him put her down so he wouldn’t bleed anymore.

      He’ll kill himself protecting me, she thought. Her chest burned and she should push out the bad air but she couldn’t breathe and Ladon bled.

      Blackness crept along the edges of her eyesight—the world glowed as if she watched it through a keyhole.

      “Ah—” She tried to say Ladon’s name, but the sound sat on her chest, like a deadly predator.

      Someone is coming, a vision-voice whisped.

      Dragon! she screamed in her head. He’d pulled her out of a vision before. He’d caught her when she fell.

      But she wasn’t falling. Ladon gripped her tight.

      Ladon’s eyelids dropped in quick beats. She couldn’t breathe and he did the only thing he could—he carried her through the glass doors into the hospital.

      He swung her to the side so as not to hit her head or feet on the sliding doors as he followed Derek into the Emergency Department. “Love, hold on.”

      He paused only to wait for the second set of doors to slide open.

      The glare of the overhead lights washed through the keyhole of her vision. Maybe she squinted. She didn’t know. She couldn’t feel anything. Ladon’s blood should feel warm. It should be more than red streaks smearing her cheek.

      “Rysa…” He swung her first to the left, then back to the right. “Where is everyone?” he shouted.

      No air. She breathed no air.
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      Where were the nurses? A false wall split the lobby in two—the hospital’s refurbishing must have moved from the back of the building to the front.

      “There.” Derek pointed at a large arrow painted on a wall over a sign reading “Intake around the corner.”

      Ladon ducked between two close-set rows of chairs.

      Derek stepped to the side as he passed, rifle up and peering back through the doors. “No vehicles. No threats.”

      Ladon would will Rysa all the strength of his own lungs if he could. Dragon would give her all his lights. She needed to be okay.

      She had to be okay.

      A security guard rounded the corner just as Ladon passed the sign. The man’s hand snapped the strap off his gun and his fingers curled around the grip. “Drop the weapon! Now!”

      Weapon? A rifle hung over his shoulder and the butt bounced against Rysa’s feet. He hadn’t thought about it. Derek had picked up one of the Shifter’s weapons and dropped it in the back seat when they’d left the RV. Ladon must have picked it up when he picked up Rysa.

      “She’s choking!” The gun didn’t matter. “Where are the doctors?”

      Derek set his rifle on the floor and put his hands in the air. “We need to help her, okay?” He pointed at Rysa.

      “Now!” The guard inched his pistol from its holster.

      The guard rocked on his heels. His muscles did the stutter of a man who had practiced but still needed to consider before acting. Ladon stepped right, shifting Rysa’s weight against his injured side, and flicked his hand out from under her head. The side of his palm struck the guard’s elbow with enough force to wrench him backward. The gun clattered across the floor and under the chairs.

      “Do not interfere.” Ladon scooped his arm under Rysa’s head again.

      The guard’s face heated. “That’s it! You’re—”

      On the roof, Dragon roared. The entire building shook—the beast reared up and then dropped hard onto the surface.

      When Dragon couldn’t come into a building—when he watched a very different world than Ladon but was still well within their distance limit—he did his best to hold his dragon-perceptions from Ladon’s mind. The less vertigo Ladon suffered from seeing the inside of the hospital at the same time Dragon saw only empty loneliness, the better for them both.

      But this time, talons dug deep into the roof’s asphalt. This time, Ladon’s muscles mimicked, his fingers and
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