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      The Fates

      
        
        (Latin: Parcae)

      

        

      
        Live in bonded triads often made up of family members. Fates bond on a metallic object that embodies a context for their seeing. Prime Fates command an exceptional level of power and ability.

      

        

      
        Past-seer: Able to read the truth of someone’s past.

        Present-seer: Able to optimize the present situation for a desired outcome.

        Future-seer: Sees the most likely future.
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      The Burners

      
        
        (Latin: Ambustae)

      

        

      
        Crazy, smelly ghouls who eat human flesh and who often explode when their hearts stop.
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      The Shifters

      
        
        (Latin: Mutatae)

      

        

      
        Class-one Shifters, like Prime Fates, command considerable power and ability. Shifters mostly live in clans and are often exploited by Fates.

      

        

      
        Morphers: Able to morph their bodies within the basic human body plan.

        Enthrallers: Able to control other people’s emotions through pheromone-like calling scents.

        Healers: Able to heal—or unheal—with a touch.
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      The Dragons

      
        
        (Latin: Dracae)

      

        

      
        Ladon and AnnaBelinda, along with their dragons, form two human-dragon dyads. Both Ladon and AnnaBelinda are former Roman military commanders, and they are often known by their respective Roman honorifics, the Dracos and the Dracas. As brother and sister, they know each other as Brother and Sister, and as Brother-Dragon and Sister-Dragon.
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      On the science:

      You may start this series wondering why it’s classified as Science Fiction. There are dragons, psychic Fates, shapeshifters, and people-eating ghouls. How are the World on Fire stories—Fate - Fire - Shifter - Dragon and the new Witch of the Midnight Blade series—not Fantasy?

      They adhere to Clarke’s Third Law: “Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.” There is no magic here, and part of the wonder for the reader of the The World on Fire universe is walking alongside the characters as they discover the true nature of their world.

      That said, I tried to hew as close to real science as possible—especially in the two areas I know best, psychology and cognitive science. I hope you enjoy the results.

      

      On the stories in this anthology:

      The five stories here offer the reader deeper understandings of several of the universe’s supporting characters:

      Daniel, Timothy, and Marcus of the original Draki Prime at their activation during the French Middle Ages in Dragon’s Fate.

      Andreas Sisto, as well as Faustus, Mira, and Ismene of the Jani Prime, in the Roman era Conpulsio.

      Dmitri Pavlovich Romanov the night Rasputin died in Dmitri and the Mad Monk.

      Billy Bare in the modern Pop Rocks.

      And Daisy Pavlovich in Scent of a Dragon, which also introduces Nax and his son, Orel, and serves as a prologue to the upcoming second World on Fire series, Witch of the Midnight Blade.

      

      I hope you enjoy these stories.

      

      
        
        — Kris Austen Radcliffe

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Fates tell their children a story:

      

        

      
        You are descended from our Progenitor, a god more powerful than his namesake Janus, than Manu the Great or Shai or any of the other figments of the normals’ imaginations. You are descended from one of the true gods who walks this earth—a real man, a real god—and that is what makes you exceptional.

      

        

      
        When the Progenitor of Shifters tricked the first Burner to his end, your Progenitor knew her plans. When she would leave the Burner to the mountain, your Progenitor sacrificed his talisman to ensure the ghoul’s fate. And to this day, if you walk the haunted streets of Pompeii, you may tread upon the shards of his sword—and upon cost and purpose.

      

        

      
        So remember, my children, you are exceptional. But you must follow our Progenitor’s example: See what must be seen. Do what must be done.

        Because no one is as bound by fate as the Fates themselves….
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      Mud sucked at young Daniel’s heels and squished between his toes. He stepped carefully, attempting not to slip around inside his sandals as much as he slid on the wet ground, and continued up the path behind his brother, Timothy.

      Like both his brothers, Daniel had responded to the warming spring days by dressing his sinewy frame in open clothes, footwear included. And also like his brothers, he’d found that showing more skin generated considerable attention from the village’s female population.

      Perhaps boots would have been a better choice for the day. Daniel would rather not have cold heels and toenails caked in muck.

      He and his brothers had not been this popular with the women last summer. All three had gained obvious height and musculature over the winter and their mother complained daily about the amount of food they consumed, but Papa and Father only grinned and ruffled their nearest son’s hair before sending them into the maw of the village.

      Daniel walked the path and breathed in the morning’s cold drizzle. It tickled his nose and left a fine layer of annoyance he could not rub away. He held his arms high to protect his face from the encroaching brambles and did his best not to sneeze.

      Ahead, Timothy slogged through the mud in his finest, most-inviting tunic, his hair well-trimmed and what passed as the beginnings of a beard on his chin. Timothy had demanded they both look and behave “like fine lords.” In moments such as this one, Daniel disliked being born a triplet.

      Daniel’s brother said the lovely young Ingund liked his whiskers. Daniel rolled his eyes. Their brother Marcus had laughed and walked toward the barn and their work horse, leaving Daniel alone to follow Timothy into the woods.

      Poor lovesick Timothy could not find the backbone to lie with a girl by himself.

      “Why did you two pick today for your tryst?” Daniel slapped away a low-hanging branch. They slogged along the gently curving ridge as it descended toward a bend in the river. The waters up ahead chimed and flowed sweetly over the rocks into a sheltered pool overhung by rustling, shading trees. A ring of sturdy rocks circled the pool’s edge, all scored by the women to provide grip for safe stepping.

      The place was lovely, but the rain in the air was not.

      Timothy glanced over his shoulder. His face betrayed the fear-laced excitement Daniel knew his brother had felt since Ingund kissed him behind the village smithy.

      She was a nice enough girl. She would make a fine wife, though probably not for Timothy.

      None of the brothers would have a say in the choosing of their mates. Not Timothy. Not Marcus and definitely not Daniel. Their life was barbaric that way. When one was a Fate, a Parcae—the human embodiment of the omniscience of God—one had little say in the course of one’s life.

      The brothers were, in many ways, as tightly bound to God as the priests overseeing the building of the village’s new church. But unlike the priests, Daniel, Timothy, and Marcus were born into their relationship with the Almighty. They could never walk away.

      Sometimes Daniel wondered if his people’s abilities to see the past, present, and future were truly gifts. When one knows the full extent of God’s plan, why fight for an alternative you know is impossible? Their future-seeing Father often walked the world with slumped shoulders as if his ability was a disapproving lord he dared not disobey.

      Poor Ingund faced a future as constrained as the brothers’—being a girl and all—though for different reasons. The boys were bound by their breed. As the stonemason’s daughter, Ingund was bound by her trade value.

      Daniel sniffed. Maybe they weren’t all that different.

      “Ingund and I picked today because today is the day it needs to happen.” Timothy looked as if he wanted to punch Daniel. “Father says you’re going to be the future-seer, not me. You could have helped us decide when I asked, you know.”

      Daniel remembered. Why Timothy—and Marcus, too, for that matter—acted as if they were already Parcae with active seers, he did not understand. Long ago, their parents explained the sacred trust that came with taking on the power of Fate. Soon Daniel, Timothy, and Marcus would become men so powerful that walking among the normals would itself become a burden because they were born to be Aspects of God’s plan. How does one hide one’s seeing from regular people who know nothing of the future?

      This is why his parents delayed. They wished their boys to live as men for as long as possible before layering yet another veil over their lives.

      Though Daniel had long heard a small, still voice in the back of his mind whispering that the complexity of the past was right now, in the present, influencing the coming future—and the brothers’ activation.

      Normalcy had very little, if anything, to do with the delay.

      Perhaps his coming future-seer whispered to him from a distant, far-off place. Mother often joked about his inactive future-seer helping him to cheat on his studies. Her comments left a sour taste. He did not cheat. He just happened to be smarter than everyone else.

      But right now as he walked this path with his inactive present-seeing brother, Daniel’s “cheating” and his coming elevation and the new, enticing cut to his muscles meant little to the nice-enough Ingund.

      Daniel stopped on a less muddy spot and twirled a finger in the general direction of the bubbling pool. “Why do you need me here, brother?” Ingund was lovely but she wasn’t his girlfriend.

      Timothy threw open his arms in a gesture of we talked about this. “She knows what we are.”

      “What we will become,” Daniel corrected. They were not active and no amount of wishing was going to make it happen sooner. Mama, Papa, and Father controlled when and where their activation occurred, not them.

      Timothy rolled his eyes but he continued to look more terrified than brother-annoyed. “She asked that you come along. Marcus too, but he’s a jackass.”

      Daniel snickered. The world could not tell Daniel and Marcus apart—they deliberately worked at keeping their hair as identical as their features and they regularly exchanged clothes—but they were as different as night and day. Marcus, for all his intelligence, tended toward hidebound behaviors; he had been, by far, the brother least likely to get in trouble for “stupidity.” Daniel, though, knew how to hide his stupid cliff diving, and his stupid teaching of literacy to his friend, the priest Antonius, and his much more stupid investigations of the Roman ruins not far from where they were right now. No one was the wiser, and Daniel looked as well-behaved as Marcus.

      Daniel frowned. “Why did she want all of us?”

      Timothy rolled his eyes again and it dawned on Daniel that perhaps she did, in fact, want all of them.

      “She told you this?” Daniel walked forward. “When?”

      “You are not going to be a good future-seer, brother.” Timothy slapped his shoulder. “She’s astute. I think she wants the same as Mama.” He snorted.

      Why would a woman want two husbands, or with them, three? The priests considered it a barbaric practice, one that showed unrepentant ways, and Ingund came from a good, church-going family.

      They were all good, church-going families. Mama, Papa, and Father did not answer questions, to stay with their good, church-going ways. They told their boys that they harmed no one, so why would God harm them? His parents made more sense than the priests on a lot of subjects, but authority was authority.

      Nor did Daniel understand how a woman would wish to be cruel to her husbands. Papa and Father were not brothers, and at home shared with each other the same love and affection they shared with Mama. Living any other arrangement would make Daniel feel as if he lived in a desert.

      “I don’t want to live like that with you.” He scratched at the back of his head.

      Timothy’s eyes rounded as if Daniel had just slapped him across the face.

      Daniel wasn’t going to love his brother like that. “You are my brother.”

      Timothy walked away. “You will have a wife. You will need to live with a woman no matter what you desire.”

      Unlike Marcus, Timothy did not look identical to Daniel. He was broader at the shoulders and his dark hair glinted with golden highlights different from the bluish tones in Daniel’s hair. Timothy’s eyes were green-blue like Father’s, whereas Daniel and Marcus looked at the world through iron-gray irises.

      Timothy’s view of life was also different.

      Daniel always thought that he and Marcus looked remarkably like Papa and that Timothy looked like their larger Father. On the other hand, Timothy carried Papa’s gentler nature, and Daniel and Marcus Father’s sharper wit. They were truly the sons of two men.

      Daniel followed his brother along the descending path. They slipped on the mud. Both young men turned their attention toward not stumbling. The hill sloped gently but the drizzle glimmered on the stones and plants, and Daniel did not wish to fall.

      Nor did he wish to be second-husband to a nice-enough girl. Not that it would happen with Ingund, anyway.

      The path leveled and they rounded the massive oak marking the outer edge of the outcropping over the pool. Bushes and trees grew up to the cliff and if one was not careful, one could skirt the wrong tree and end up in a painful fall into the water.

      Timothy vanished between two trees. Daniel twisted around a crooked trunk.

      He smacked directly into Ingund.

      She touched her finger to his lips. “Shhh…” She’d braided her brown hair into a bun on the back of her head, and from the scent of her, had recently bathed in lavender-laden water.

      Timothy will be happy, he thought.

      His brother burst from the trees, generously smiling for Ingund, his attentions diverted completely to the round hips and breasts in front of him. “Hmmm….” He pulled her away from Daniel and into a tight, intense embrace.

      Timothy’s color changed, and warmed noticeably. His back straightened even as he curled around Ingund, his arms, chest, shoulders—his hips—cupping forward. Slowly and deliberately, he stroked his fingertips along her cheek and the curve of her neck. “You are beautiful,” he whispered, his eyes closed and his face buried in her skin.

      Ingund grinned.

      When the boys were small, they would accompany their mother as she made her way around the countryside, stopping at farms and other villages. Most people did not know the true meaning of Parcae, but they knew that the family had a knack for calming feuds and settling disputes, and they paid handsomely for the help.

      Daniel had seen many people grin the way Ingund was now. Those who felt vindicated grinned like that. People who worked toward a goal and who got what they wanted grinned the way she grinned.

      Winners, both those who earned it and those who didn’t, looked exactly the way Ingund did right now.

      “Hush!” she giggled, then nodded toward the bushes. “We’re not the only people here.”

      Timothy ignored her words and danced kisses over the hem covering her cleavage.

      His brother’s focus was not to be deterred. Daniel shook his head. How could a woman occupy a man’s mind so completely?

      Daniel turned away. Let them fondle each other. He was more concerned about not getting caught engaging in stupid behaviors.

      Two voices wafted up from the pool, one higher-pitched and feminine, the other the deep, smooth baritone of a warm-sounding male. The man sounded alive. Maybe not happy, but most definitely unconcerned about “getting caught.”

      Images popped unbidden into Daniel’s mind as he pushed back the leaves. Was this man as large and smooth as his voice? Did he move with the solid muscles and athletic grace Daniel imagined? Did the water cling to his skin and the drizzle to thick, dark hair?

      Daniel’s fingers opened a gap in the leaves.

      A cooking pot hung over a crackling fire on the shore of the pool. Clothes rested on a large rock directly behind it—a pair of black leather trousers and a black tunic, along with a lighter-colored woman’s archery uniform. Off to the side, near the trees, two horses grazed.

      And no more than thirty feet away, the man, his back to Daniel and his body clad only in the black metal-studded leather bracers covering his forearms, stood naked in the pool.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Pool water clung to the man’s broad, defined back and his raven black hair. His warm skin gleamed as if touched by the sun itself. He looked to be as tall as Papa and Father, perhaps slightly more so. Or, perhaps, the obvious strength oozing from the hard line of his muscles made him seem larger than any other.

      Ingund touched Daniel’s hip and he flinched, now pulled from his thoughts about the man in the pool. She grinned again, but this time her skin looked as flushed as his brother’s. Timothy continued to pay no heed to the world and seemed to have been consumed whole by his task of unlacing Ingund’s clothes.

      “They’re beautiful, aren’t they?” she whispered.

      Daniel returned his gaze to the pool. A woman lay on one of the boulders, her breasts thrust outward and her legs slightly spread, as naked as the man. Daniel hadn’t noticed her before.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Ingund’s hand moved to his crotch. “As beautiful as you and your brothers.”

      She squeezed.

      The intensity of the desire pulsing from his hardening cock surprised him. He thrust against her hand, but he didn’t look at her. He watched the man cup water from the river and rub his hand over his bicep.

      Beautiful, he thought. Beauty wasn’t a reflection of a form. It wasn’t the stillness a woman held to allow her suitor to take in her curves and ratios. Beauty was the outcome of grace; the product of perfected movement. Beauty arose from the processes of muscles and the articulation of joints and bones.

      Beauty only happened when the proportions of a man matched his strength, speed, and, when one came close enough to hear the quiet whispers, his humor as well.

      Ingund’s fingers made quick work of his trouser ties. By the time she freed him, his body had found its own strength, speed, and humor.

      Both of her hands stroked him with a deliberate rhythm. Daniel’s eyelids drooped.

      In the pool, the woman said something Daniel did not hear and the man’s entire face smiled—eyes, cheeks, ears as well. His arm and shoulders rippled as he slicked back the hair crowning his head from the almost-shaved sides of his scalp.

      Yes, beauty only showed itself in grace and movement.

      The woman slid down her rock and into the pool. She waded over, her hips pushing against the water’s pressure, and stopped in front of the man. Her hand rose.

      She touched his chest and he responded the way Daniel knew he would. The way only a man who moved the way this man did, could. He deliberately touched; deliberately kissed. He learned and he focused.

      His broad body shifted and blocked all sight of the woman but Daniel saw her hands slowly work down the man’s torso, her fingers pressing into his flesh, before stopping over the top curve of his strong, square backside.

      Timothy grunted. Daniel did not look at his brother, nor did he fight when Ingund’s lips replaced her hands.

      In the pool, the man’s hips thrust forward. He looked up at the sky, and his back rippled.

      Daniel rippled with him; rippled in time and pleasure, his body responding to the beauty manifesting in the pool before him. How would he feel to touch the man’s skin; to be touched with such perfection in return? Did the man smell of the golden sunshine Daniel imagined he did? Did he taste subtly of salt or of woodfire? Did the glint in his eyes match the light dancing over the water clinging to his skin?

      Daniel wanted to know, to share in that grace, to experience it, to cause it, and perhaps, to receive it. But he was young and, as his brother reminded him, the fate ahead of him involved the correct wife with whom to breed the correct next generation of Parcae seers.

      He didn’t touch Ingund. He let his mind replace her with the perfection in front of him; with the sway of the man’s hips and tightening muscles of his back.

      Timothy moaned and Ingund suddenly pulled off Daniel. They rustled next to him, Timothy and Ingund rocking against each other.

      “Inga…” his brother groaned. Timothy wanted her for himself.

      Let them paw each other. They were nothing compared to the visceral, bone-dancing pleasure of what he watched. Daniel wrapped his hand around his cock.

      In the pool, the man groaned, and Daniel moaned with him. His hips bucked, and Daniel bucked. They came, one and the same.

      Daniel tipped toward the tree trunk, his breathing heavy and his knees on the verge of buckling. His head swam with what he could only call wonder. It wasn’t a scent or a sight or a smell. It wasn’t physical, yet it was—and it filled his body from the base of his throat all the way out to the tips of his fingers and toes.

      Behind him, Timothy whispered and Ingund giggled.

      In the pool, the man picked the woman up out of the water as if he lifted a cloud. Her face appeared over his shoulder, her eyes bright, and she looked directly at the brothers’ hiding place in the stand of trees.

      Right at the trees. Right at Daniel. Right through his wonder.

      Daniel flung backward and the hole through which he’d watched the man and the woman popped closed. The branches snapped together, their leaves rubbing and shredding.

      They knew. They let Daniel watch.

      What should he do? How should he deal with this? He should be embarrassed. He was embarrassed. He’d spied. They were a couple, a normal couple like all the good people at the church, and he’d spied.

      This would not end well. It could not—

      Behind the now-closed hole, the air shimmered. The trees shifted as if something large moved across the ridge. A low rumble-purr filled the air.

      Daniel yelped.

      A large cat-like eye appeared in the hole, then vanished as if it had never been there.

      Daniel fell on his ass in the mud.

      What did he just see?
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      Daniel’s papa once told him about the family who’d long ago built the ruins. They’d traveled out of the lands on the other side of the southern mountains. Their wealth and influence had been as great as it was vast, and they’d birthed one of the greatest emperors in all of Rome’s grand history.

      The land on which they now walked and farmed had once been the estate of a cousin or perhaps a son of the Emperor Trajan, a name Daniel recognized from his mother’s many books and scrolls, but which otherwise meant nothing to him.

      How could it? Rome continued, but Constantinople was, to Daniel, no more accessible than Heaven. Stories of the Emperor Justinian filtered through the countryside—the Empire raided coastal towns and demanded local tribute—but they brought the people here no more health and prosperity than the Frankish kings and lords who currently collected taxes and demanded the tithing of grains and goods.

      The ruins, though, offered Daniel a place of solace, and after the embarrassment at the pool, solace was what he needed. The village thought the ruins a place of ghosts, but the spirits of the dead only haunted if you did not listen. Daniel had the knowledge needed to read the words the now long-gone inhabitants painted on their walls, and he heard the whispers they left in their now-empty pools. The Romans were not ghosts; they were echoes.

      The estate had once been a grand place, with many wide rooms along arched patios, opening to the sun and the air. Stairs hinted that at least one area of the structure had held a second floor. In his explorations he’d found several baths, including one still clean and fresh, fed by a channel from the river. More than once on particularly hot summer days, he’d snuck away to cool his growing body among the broken, “haunted” halls.

      He sat on the stones of a toppled wall, his back to the singing river down the slope, and stared out at the meadow he knew had once been a vineyard. Grapes continued to grow here. Papa harvested what he could, and made wine for the year. Some harvests he sold to the tavern in the village.

      Perhaps Daniel should return home alone. Timothy would understand why Daniel did not wait for his return from Ingund’s home. Perhaps Daniel should pilfer a bottle of his Papa’s stash and drink to excess. Perhaps piling onto his embarrassment a new, bolder, more public humiliation would distract him from his roiling gut and his burning cheeks.

      Ingund’s giggling had not helped. When she and Timothy left for her home, Daniel had instead rounded the bend of the river to the ruins and found himself a cold spot under the gray sky to be alone with his lack of discretion.

      If the couple had continued to bathe, he did not know. Nor did he wish to consider the reality of the cat-like eye that had peered at him through the leaves.

      A massive, huge, eye of a growling beast.

      He’d seen a dragon. A real, living dragon, not a parable dragon or “dragon” as a title, used to describe men of great power and fierceness, though the man in the pool could easily have carried the descriptor with ease.

      How was this possible? How could a dragon be so beautiful?

      Then it vanished—gone where, Daniel did not know.

      Daniel rubbed his hand over his scalp. What should he do? He needed absolution, but for what? For spying on the man or for seeing the dragon?

      His quiet voices babbled in the back of his mind. Do not call attention bounced around inside his head. But was it too late for clandestineness?

      What punishments were his parents going mete out onto Timothy and Daniel when they found out? Papa’s past-seer would not skip by this particular moment in his sons’ lives.

      Voices echoed from along the river. Male voices, three in total, all speaking a language Daniel did not recognize. Were they traveling with the man and the woman in the pool?

      One of his still, small voices whispered no.

      Quickly, Daniel dropped to the stone floor. If he stayed hidden, they would move by and he’d get a look before he ran the path toward Ingund’s homestead in the village. If he was lucky, he’d catch his brother before Timothy made his way back toward the ruins. If Daniel wasn’t lucky, the men would see him and, perhaps, do both brothers harm.

      The drizzle turned the stone slick and the vines a deep, brilliant green and, Daniel hoped, flattened the shadows well enough for him to move unnoticed. Slowly, he backed deeper into the ruins. If he circled around, the other side of the wall offered cover. He might get a look at the foreigners outside, in case he needed to relay information to his father and his papa.

      One of the men grunted out a mean-sounding syllable. Daniel froze. Had they noticed him?

      The other two responded as coarsely as the first, but with laughter. No, it seemed they were responding to each other. Daniel exhaled, realizing he’d been holding his breath.

      Daniel inched toward the end of the hall. If he made it around the corner unnoticed, he’d have a good view of the outside.

      A shadow moved a few feet away under the broken arch, beyond the hall.

      He wasn’t alone.

      Daniel froze again, watching the shadow flicker and flinch. Whoever cast it seemed agitated.

      A brown robe fluttered and a priest’s head appeared in the archway.

      Brother Antonius jumped when he saw Daniel, but managed to keep his wits enough not to yelp.

      Antonius wasn’t much older than Daniel. Seventeen, he said one afternoon. He’d run to the church and begun his studies only a year before. Most days, he watched the world with wide-open eyes and a perpetual look of fascination. He and Daniel had spent many hours here in the ruins slowly parsing the moldy words of Daniel’s mother’s books.

      Daniel quickly touched Antonius’s lips before pulling him against the wall. His friend looked whole—no bruises or foreign-blade-inflicted wounds—but he should not be in the ruins by himself any more than Daniel should.

      Daniel whispered as he nodded toward the river. “Are you safe?”

      Antonius’s bright, soulful eyes sparkled with the rich warmth only brown-eyed men carried. Like the other priests serving the church here, he shaved away a band around his hairline from his temples, over his ears, and to the back of his head, leaving him with a poof of wavy brown hair on the top of his head.

      The mane on Antonius’s head didn’t disguise his handsome features. He tended to be cleaner than the other priests, especially the dour Brother Tambor. Antonius also walked the world square-jawed and with strong cheekbones. He could have his share of young women, and probably did, when the other priests weren’t around. Daniel never asked. He didn’t want to know.

      “Another priest from an eastern church arrived this morning. He brought news and books.” Antonius waved toward the voices. “His name is Brother Martin. Those three escorted him. It seems they’re using the church to spread word about how we will all soon achieve new prosperity.”

      “How?” Foreigners rarely brought prosperity.

      “I think they’re from the Empire.” Antonius tapped his finger along the wall the way an excited person about to run away tapped.

      Daniel squeezed the priest’s arm. Perhaps offering comfort would help his friend to calm himself.

      Antonius looked down at Daniel’s hand. His breathing visibly deepened, and his muscles loosened. “Thank you,” he whispered.

      Daniel squeezed again. Antonius fidgeted less, but there were still Romans outside. “Are they looking for a fight?” Most often the Romans rode through on their way to the local lord’s castle and fortifications. Rarely did they cause real problems. “Are there more?”

      “I don’t know.” Antonius tapped his finger again. “I came down to the river this morning to fetch water. I didn’t know that they’d left the tavern. I thought that maybe there might be more so I followed.” He tipped his head as he looked at Daniel. “The number I count now is more accurate than the number Brother Martin says accompanied him, correct?”

      Daniel squeezed his friend’s hand. “If they lied and more than these three have come.”

      Antonius looked down at their fingers and for a moment, seemed to lose his thoughts about the men outside. But he shook it off and leaned closer, to whisper again. “I followed them for an hour. They camped not far away and waited until now to move. There does seem to be only these three.”

      Daniel nodded.

      “They will come back sooner or later for Brother Martin.” Antonius leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. “Perhaps they will take Brother Tambor instead. Brother Martin promised to let me touch his books and to teach us all how to make copies, unlike Brother Tambor, who wishes us to pray all day.”

      Antonius frowned, though. “Brother Martin also brought insights from his order. He says that we should build a… monastery? Not just a new church.” His frown deepened. “If we are to be close to Christ, we should not be tempted by the people and their wares.”

      Daniel hugged Antonius. How else could he show his friend that his company was not simply appreciated, but needed as well? “You cannot hide away behind walls. The people need your guidance, Brother Antonius.”

      Antonius looked away. Even with his face angled toward the sky, Daniel still saw his smile and his blush. “I was frightened that the foreigners might notice me. I am glad you are here. I feel safe now.”

      Daniel squeezed Antonius again without realizing what he did. How could Antonius’s offhand remark about the safety in numbers make him feel as if his chest swelled? It made no sense. Antonius was a novice priest.

      But Daniel felt the same way—safer with Antonius, as if together, they could hold off any group of foreigners.

      Outside, the voices receded along the riverbank. Would these three run into the man and woman Daniel had spied earlier? Would there be a fight?

      “Will you walk to the village with me?” Antonius gripped Daniel’s hand.

      He needed to find Timothy, but perhaps helping his friend would give both Daniel and his brother an excuse for being out here. “I came with Timothy.”

      Dare he speak of his embarrassment with Antonius? His spying and Ingund’s touching?

      Antonius was a priest. Would he see Daniel’s sins as a worse threat than the foreigners? What if Antonius no longer wanted to be his friend?

      A new fire crept up his neck and he let go of his friend’s fingers, but he wouldn’t lie. “Timothy wanted to spend time with his paramour.”

      “Oh,” Antonius said. He obviously understood what Daniel meant by “spending time.”

      Daniel nodded toward the river. “We saw people, too. They were… together.”

      No, he wouldn’t lie. He couldn’t. Not to Antonius.

      Slowly, his friend stood. He peered over the edge of the wall, toward the river. “I think they’re gone.” He looked back at Daniel with his big, beautiful eyes. “I am happy for your brother.”

      Antonius looked down at his feet with a face that said he was as embarrassed as Daniel—as if, somehow, he’d picked up on Daniel’s emotions. He wouldn’t say more. Talk of trysts such as Timothy’s need for Ingund—or the activities of the people in the river—obviously disquieted Antonius.

      Not hugging his friend again took significant effort. No one else called up in Daniel such a need to offer comfort. Not his brothers. Not his parents. And certainly none of the girls.

      But Daniel would not chance another hug causing more embarrassment for Antonius.

      “Timothy will return shortly. We will take you back to the church before returning to our home,” he said.

      Antonius looked down at his feet once again. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Daniel squeezed Antonius’s hand. Antonius’s comfort was more important than Daniel working through his embarrassment, anyway.

      Together they walked toward the vineyard side of the ruins to wait for Timothy.
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      Papa threw a cooking pot. It bounced off the log wall of their home and rang like an iron bell as it dropped onto Mama’s wooden chest.

      Unlike most of the homes in and near the village, theirs had three rooms: a sleeping area for Mother, Father, and Papa, another for the brothers, and a large work and cooking area. Father and Papa set the foundation and raised the walls themselves, and Father carved all the doors for the house, as well as their barn.

      Mama kept most of her books and scrolls in boxes and urns hidden behind the stones of their hearth. Father kept his carpentry tools in a stack to the side. And Papa kept the house and lands functioning, no matter what he threw against the wall.

      “You spied on the Dracos?” Papa yelled. A stirring spoon followed the pot, along with one of their wooden bowls. “Did you two not sense the danger?”

      Papa knew. He’d known before they stepped into the house. He didn’t ask about the foreign men or say anything about how they’d helped Brother Antonius return safely to the priests. He only cared about Daniel spying on “the Dracos” while Timothy “ruined that girl.”

      Daniel didn’t say a word about the men. No need to rile up Papa more than he already was.

      Timothy’s face looked as puffy and red as Papa’s. He’d done his share of yelling also. “Papa—”

      “Did they realize?” Papa blinked and his eyes did the flat stare that accompanied the use of his past-seeing abilities. All three of their parents’ eyes took on a specific, distant look when they used their Parcae gifts, and Daniel suspected that his eyes would as well, when they activated him and his brothers.

      “I cannot see.” Papa threw another pot.

      Of their three parents, Papa disliked his weak gift the most. His parents claimed that they were not strong Parcae. Father could not predict the future with detail. Though Mama settled disputes, she said her present-seer did not tell her how to do it, only that it needed doing. And Daniel suspected that Papa’s inability to past-see Daniel’s spying angered him more than the man Daniel spied on in the first place.

      “No,” Timothy lied. He didn’t know. He didn’t see the eye behind the trees.

      The huge dragon eye.

      Daniel had been correct. He saw a dragon. Part of a dragon. And the naked skin of the man who lived with that dragon.

      Timothy was right to lie about it.

      “Did you see the beast? Did he see you?” Papa paced behind their table. “Never look directly at a dragon! They make moving colors and patterns on their hides! They bewitch and mesmerize.” He waved his fingers in front of his face.

      “No!” both boys said at once.

      Daniel had only seen the beast’s eye, no patterns or colors. Did the dragons glimmer like the rosette window in the new church? How was that possible? Were they magical? But magic was of the old ways, not of God.

      “I know what that face you are making means.” Papa jabbed his finger at Daniel’s nose. “Do not seek them out, Daniel.”

      Daniel wanted to stomp his foot like a child but managed to resist. “I am not stupid, Papa!”

      “The Dracae are dangerous!” Papa yelled. “If one of them catches you meddling in their affairs, they will slice you groin to sternum. Do you two understand? They favor Mutatae and the normal people of the world. Not Parcae. Never Parcae.”

      Daniel was not aware of having met one of the changelings with the ability to shift their bodies, though he suspected that his parents had dealings with them. Father warned of the truly dangerous Mutatae—the few who enthralled and made the person behave as the Mutatae wished.

      “They call themselves Shifters now, Papa.” Timothy frowned.

      Papa slammed his fist into the table. “You know this how?” He’d turned a deeper shade of red than Daniel liked.

      “Papa, calm down.” Daniel curled his hand around Papa’s arm. “This Dracos man did not see us.” He glanced at Timothy. “Neither of us saw his beast.”

      Timothy nodded, but his eyes widened. Daniel’s brother was not a good liar. “Maybe it wasn’t him. Maybe the lord of these lands hired a new knight. It’s possible—”

      “You spied on the Dracos.” Papa rubbed his face. “The fucking Dracos. Why are Ladon-Human and the Great Sir here? Their lands are a several days’ walk north.”

      “Maybe they were passing through?” It seemed possible. “He wasn’t traveling with a large group, Papa. Only a woman.”

      “A woman?” Papa looked up at the roof. “Was she small, and dark-haired like him?”

      Daniel shook his head. “No. I don’t remember the color of her hair but it wasn’t black, like his. She looked larger than Ingund.”

      Papa pinched his nose. “She was likely a Mutatae.”

      “Shifter, Papa!” Timothy blinked and looked at Daniel as if he knew what Papa was about to say. “Ingund’s family is normal but they have many dealings with Shifters. She says they’re mostly Christians now and that because we are too it’s fine that we are Parcae… Fates. She said we should call ourselves Fates. It marks us as good people, being Fates. No one will hold the old ways and the old commandments against us and her family would accept me even though I’m not Shifter!”

      Papa pointed at Timothy. “How many times have you fucked that girl?” Papa’s back straightened and his steel-gray eyes turned seer-use flatly-blank.

      “Papa!” Timothy clenched his fists.

      “How is it that she is not yet with child?” Papa threw a bowl at the wall. “Have you no self-control, Timothy?”

      Daniel’s brother frowned and his lip jutted out. “I love her.”

      Papa dropped onto the bench near the fire. He and Father had built the house and the furniture themselves, as well as the barn and the other outbuildings. They were good carpenters, and along with Mama, provided sought-after services to the local villages. Their family did not lack for goods or land.

      The priests came around their homestead more than Papa and Father liked, often frowning at the uneven number of wives about, but Daniel thought they visited because Father worked to build the new church in the village rather than to cause their family problems.

      But now he wondered. Did the village see them as the good Christians Ingund’s family preferred?

      The world suddenly took on the extra brightness, the extra delineations that came with vigilance. That extra sensing a person does when they think they’re about to be attacked by a wolf or a bear or large cat.

      Daniel had never before thought of politics as a sleeping pack of killer animals waiting to be startled to viciousness, yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that his family was about to get mauled.

      Brother Antonius, as well. No one else in the village cared to learn the meanings behind the Latin phrases in the church’s scrolls or in Mama’s horde of books, only Antonius.

      Papa rubbed his neck instead of his head. “Of course you love the girl. She’s your present.” He looked up at the ceiling. “God knows what your future will be.”

      Daniel sat on the far end of the bench. “Papa, you’re not making sense.” His parents rarely made sense when they spoke words associated with their seeings. He had long ago vowed to do better, when he became active.

      Papa closed his eyes and inhaled. “You are to stay away from her, do you understand? Your future is not bound to hers. Your father has said so.”

      “Papa!” Timothy threw his arms up and stomped his foot like a toddler. “I love her!”

      Their papa ran his fingers through his dark hair. Daniel did look remarkably like Papa, though he and Marcus also carried Mama’s less-pale tones.

      “Right now you love her.” Papa’s words rolled off his tongue in a way that sounded more like an accusation pointed at Timothy’s not-yet-activated present-seer than any fatherly concern. “Do not bring us into her family’s political posturing!”

      Timothy grunted and stepped backward. His features hardened, and his flush tones moved from the pink of embarrassment to the reds of anger. “Then why don’t you activate me? So I know what’s right and what’s not.”

      Papa pinched the bridge of his nose. “I will not activate you.”

      Timothy’s mouth opened and closed, as did Daniel’s. How could their Papa say such a thing? They were a family.

      Rigid, his anger making him clench his fists so tightly his fingers turned white, Timothy flung open the door and walked out into the still-damp air.

      Papa watched him go, his face unreadable until he thrust a finger at Daniel. “And you!” he said, his mouth thinning. “Use your damned head!”

      “Ingund—”

      “Do not blame that girl!” Papa sprang to his feet again. “Be careful with whom you reveal your desires, son.”

      The future bared its teeth and would take a bite and if Daniel didn’t watch out, he’d lose more than a finger. The future screamed so loudly he heard it in his not-yet-activated head. He was about to get eaten.

      “Who are the Dracae, Papa?” His words passed his lips in a whispered hush, as if the quiet, reverent parts of his mind wanted him to do exactly as Papa asked.

      Papa’s anger drained away, but he did not look at Daniel. He watched the door. “The Dracae are dangerous to our kind, Daniel. Stay away. Know only that they hold more power than all your family combined. Do not seek them out, no matter how beautiful they may be.”

      Papa frowned and turned away. “Go now. Find your brothers. Father will return shortly from his day building and we need to prepare our meal.”

      Daniel nodded. Timothy had run off, most likely toward Ingund’s home. Marcus and Mama would return soon with meats and greens, and Father from his carpentry work at the church. His family was scattered to the winds.

      Hopefully, they would not stay that way.
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      When Father returned from his tasks at the church, he took both Mama and Papa aside.

      They gestured and whispered and occasionally yelled words such as “fight” and “they’d massacre us” and “they won’t help.” Daniel could not make sense of their conversation.

      To his sons, his deep voice booming, Father only said, “You three will come to the church with me tomorrow.” He scowled first at Timothy, then at Daniel. “You will stay within my sight, do I make myself clear?” Then he stowed his tools near the fire and dropped into his chair to warm his feet.

      At dinner, he gnawed on his rabbit leg, his eyes narrow and his words few.

      Daniel gnawed on his own bit of chewy rabbit. Timothy sulked over his bitter bowl of greens and root vegetables. Thankfully, he had not yet made it to Ingund’s homestead before Daniel dragged him home. Across the table, Mama frowned. Their brother Marcus scowled at Daniel and Timothy—more, Daniel suspected, because he’d opted not to participate in their afternoon fun than because he agreed with their parents.

      They ate their meal in silence and cleaned up to more clattering and banging than chats and laughs, and when Daniel could no longer bear the heavy weight of his family’s disapproval, he walked into the night air wondering if, perhaps, he might find some calm under the stars.

      His parents kept important information from the brothers. Daniel knew it. Timothy knew it as well, though he seemed more concerned about Ingund’s welfare than about his family. Marcus frowned and looked between their parents and his brothers, his face expressionless and purposefully bland.

      Daniel jumped to the roof of their coop and quickly pulled himself to the roof of their barn. Carefully, he scaled the rough boards fastened to the outer wall of the barn to the taller roof and dropped his backside onto the rushes and the slats.

      The woods floated in on the early night air—whiffs of green trees and wild decay mixed with the sounds of animals both small and large. Crickets chirped. Somewhere deep in the trees, a wolf howled.

      Wolves walked the world. Wolves he could not see, hear, touch, or smell. Wolves clothed as friends and others dressed in nothing but black leather bracers.

      Daniel dug in his boot heels and leaned back onto the rushes. Above, the stars glinted and glowed, bright pinpoints in the veil of the sky. The moon glimmered, a round, bright wonder that looked to Daniel as if God held a mirror to the sun so that when His mistress Earth turned her back to her love each night, she always saw the reflection of his warm, wonderful face.

      There were angles of reflection from the sky to the land. Terms of consistency and ways to measure. When Father built, he marked and cut with precision. How could God be any different? Jesus had been a carpenter, after all. The universe hinged on the workings of a precise Lord.

      Or so the priests told him. He wondered, though, about how he fit into the precision of the world. He was to be the future-seer of a triad with promise, yet their future-seeing Father had not yet spied the talisman on which they would activate—and the context through which their combined abilities would focus.

      Daniel was the smartest of the brothers, learning words and concepts better than Marcus, yet their Mama favored his brother over him when it came to filling a head with the long-held learnings of people’s pasts. He gleaned more about the world as it functioned in the present than his brother Timothy. Yet he didn’t know the shape and function of the tool he would inherit from his parents.

      Nor was he as hot-headed as Timothy. Unlike his brother, he had self-control. Yet he’d had none this afternoon. He’d spied and likely irritated people with reputations. Now all his self-control focused on keeping his wits about him because his stomach wanted to roll and pitch.

      Daniel slapped the slats. He was a soon-to-be future-seer and he would not be cowed by thoughts of a what-will-be that might not happen. He refused to believe that his fate was a beating at the hands of a dragon.

      But what, exactly, was the what-will-be he so feared? He and his brothers might be only a month into their sixteenth year, but he understood himself well enough to know when terror took root in his belly.

      Another wolf howled. Daniel closed his eyes. The worst terrors were the unknown kind. The undifferentiated noises in the dark. Did he hear an animal with slicing teeth and ripping jaws? Were the sounds made by raiders sneaking in to burn their home, kill their fathers, and rape their mother?

      Daniel’s gut clenched again. Why would he think such thoughts? Father would see trouble before it attacked his family.

      He always had before. Always.

      The man in the pool had looked as if no terrors threatened him. He was the real, walking grace and strength the priests told the villagers Jesus was supposed to bring to their lives. Yet Papa called the Dracos dangerous.

      Wolves were graceful and strong. Wolves, like all the large animals in the woods, were also dangerous—often more dangerous than the most dangerous creatures alive… men.

      In the barn below him, their work horse snorted. They lived under a lord, but they were a rich family, one with livestock and lands. Father was a sought-after carpenter. The church came to him for building, even if they did chatter. Mama had satisfactorily solved many disputes over the years, enough that the villagers came to her instead of riding to their lord’s castle. Papa managed the homestead and his sons. He made trades and he cared for their world.

      Daniel had no cause to complain, nor did his brothers, but sometimes they wondered if the future Father saw was the real future, or simply the inevitable reflection of what he allowed himself to see.

      The inevitable stalked Daniel like a wolf in the trees, a silent, stealthy creature with a lovely silver pelt and jaws that would turn him to quivering, bleeding meat.

      He just needed to get a better look at the future.
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      Father held to his word. His three boys walked to the church with him in the morning, all carting tools, their faces downcast. When they arrived, Father put Marcus and Timothy to work on the long timbers. Daniel, he sent into the open church to carve the pews.

      They had yet to set the new roof. The interior of the church stood open to the wilds of the world in much the same way as the ruins by the river, but here, village men scurried between stones and buttressed timbers. They built scaffolding toward the heavens, lifting stones into the arches, and set about enclosing a new house of God.

      Under the wooden roof of the small refectory off the back of the building, Daniel carefully hewed the wood of a pew so as not to mar its pristine surface. This bench was to be sweetly curved and flowing, as if it ran with the animals outside. It was, as Father said, to represent the beautiful grace of the universe.

      One of the older priests, Brother Tambor, frowned at the extra care Father put into the structure of the church. He also spent more time staring at Daniel as he worked than engaging in any activity of worth. The man seemed to carry a great deal of disapproval in his bones, and not just for ornate seating carved by young men.

      Father had squeezed his son’s shoulder. “Do your best, Daniel. God—all the gods, son—” He leaned close, being that they were inside the house of God and speaking of other gods was not wise. “Gods and their representatives appreciate when we recognize their beauty.”

      He walked away after that, leaving Daniel more confused than he had been the previous night.

      Daniel refused to think about his perplexed and addled mind, and instead focused on his task. Work and motion trumped thought and confusion, so Daniel scraped and Daniel scuffed.

      Once the church’s arched roof was set, this pew and the others like it would move into the main hall and under the colored light thrown by the rosette window currently being constructed within the stonework.

      He’d never seen glass before, much less glass that glimmered as if fire lived inside it. But their lord had paid for the window, and though small, it would give the church extra grace.

      “Are you thirsty?”

      Daniel looked up from his work. The sun’s brightness flooded through the deep cuts in the church’s sides and illuminated the interior well. Today, all the priests milled about, with two older men painting holy scenes on the walls while Antonius tended to the workers and the congregation.

      They’d spoken when Daniel first arrived, standing close in the corner of the church, until one of the older priests scowled at Antonius. It turned out that the visiting priest had left early that morning for their lord’s holdings, and had taken the three foreigners with him. Antonius did not know
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