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            Vanish into the Fire

          

          by William Barston

        

      

    

    
      
        
        We vanish into the fire

        You and I

        Vanish into the chaos

        With stones under my feet

        Guitar in my hand

        I’ve gone invisible

        Invisible

        Gone invisible, I have nothing left of me.

      

        

      
        We vanish like a dragon

        Like a ghost, you and I

        Vanish into the fire

        With snow in your hand

        Gun in my fist

        You shine too bright

        Bright

        And I’m gone because you don’t need me.

      

        

      
        We vanish into the fire

        Because of a liar

        I won’t make me a pyre

        I won’t be the liar

      

        

      
        We won’t vanish into the fire

        You and I

        We won’t vanish

        With clouds in our fists

        Fire in our hands

        We shine too bright

        Bright

        And we are what’s left of me.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Punches thrown? Souls pricked? Milk and bread stolen from the mouths of babes?

      A Fate did it.

      Fates push buttons on purpose, and Fates rarely apologize for causing violent responses. They simply sit back and smirk.

      Which was why Dunn, the Mother of Shifters, had no time for Fates.

      She did her best to ignore every past-, present-, and future-seer on Earth, and up until Harold Demshire stepped back into her life, she’d forgotten about the original Draki Prime. Why would she care about their whiny issues? Daniel, Timothy, and Marcus Drake weren’t her children. They were Fates.

      Her curiosity about Daniel’s plight and his new, ovary-laden body made her giggle though, so she’d listened to Harold’s plea for help. Then she’d walked out to that Missouri road with Marcus and Harold, gotten into their SUV, and agreed to help them liberate the Brothers Draki from their supposed bonds.

      Then the first Burner attack happened. A three-block warehouse complex in New Jersey exploded. The normals’ media claimed a “gas leak”—with Burners, it was always a “gas leak”—but she knew better.

      Something deep in the back of her mind stirred. Something forgotten and unconscious. The attacks were harbingers. Her body knew the truth of it deep within her bones, and though she did not ache—she was the Shifter Progenitor and only ached when she wanted to—she did carry a weight that compressed her neck and tightened her jaw anyway.

      What that weight meant, she did not know, but she knew she should pay attention.

      Marcus Drake, of course, past-saw nothing. Burners were invisible in the what-was-is-will-be. Nor did the whispers—the unreal voice that had haunted her since the moment she and her fellow Progenitors awoke under that olive tree twenty-three centuries ago—offer anything beyond choppy, cryptic instructions telling her to continue working with the Fates.

      Then another major explosion occurred in North Carolina. Three hours later, an entire computer parts factory complex in Southern China went up in a dramatic blaze of glory.

      The Chinese attack had to have been at least three Burners. One alone could not cause so much destruction. The Chinese, though, gave no explanation—and Dunn had been looking forward to learning how to say “gas leak” in Mandarin.

      Again, the sense of foreboding, and… déjà vu.

      The biggest surprise, though, had been the overall lack of casualties. Suicidal Burners tended not to care where they exploded, but with no less than fifteen obviously Burner-caused craters in less than a week’s time, so far the total body count hovered under fifty bodies.

      Plus add in close to a billion dollars of property damage, none of it owned by Praesagio Industries, and she was wondering if the supposed “fog” blocking Marcus’s abilities was… manufactured. How, she didn’t know, though like so much of what was happening, it felt familiar.

      Or maybe she didn’t trust her wayward son, the I-still-believe-I’m-Emperor Trajan.

      Because Trajan was up to something. Trajan was always up to something, and the explosions were good enough proof as far as Dunn was concerned.

      Which made finding the future-seeing Daniel Drake all the more important. Teasing apart déjà vu from foreboding from actual possibility was the domain of Fates, and the Brothers Draki were among the best.

      So she stood in a scenic viewing area off a slippery road in the shadow of the mountains ringing Salt Lake City. Cold wiggled into her nose. Snow landed on her lips and touched her tongue with the slightly acidic, slightly bitter flavor of natural water. Wind howled. And Dunn, the Mother of Shifters, looked out over the frozen Utah hills while in the company of the original Draki Prime’s past-seer and his over-protective Praetorian Guard husband.

      Dunn stuffed her hands into the pockets of her new deep-indigo jacket. It fit well—a surprise, considering how much smaller her true self was than either of the males in her company—but then again, one of the males in question was a Fate.

      When she asked, Marcus had shrugged. “It’s winter. It’s cold. No need for you to freeze, ma’am, so I looked at your time in Perth before you vanished out of the what-was-is-will-be.”

      She did not ask how he knew to past-see those moments of her life, or why he thought it appropriate, or just how detailed his past-seeings were. He was a Fate after all, and Fates—even well-behaved, good men such as Marcus Drake—believed their intrusions into the fabric of the world were part of the world’s fabric.

      The jacket was pretty, though. It glimmered with the same deep, rich violets and indigos of the winter sky above the central forests of the Rocky Mountains, and it made her happy.

      Starlight reflected off the snow as tiny, just-perceptible twinkles. An animal rustled in the bush not too far from where Harold parked the SUV. Branches snapped. But mostly only the crackling of the highway and the clicking, ticking cooling of the SUV’s engine drifted through the space.

      Marcus worked his Fate mojo in the comfort of the big vehicle’s open back. Harold, weapon available but not out, watched over his husband. Dunn ignored them and instead focused on peering at the not-too-distant glow of Salt Lake City.

      A little over a week ago, polite behavior would have been to send Harold into the grand Dracae wedding reception inside Dmitri Pavlovich’s Middle American tourist trap. Yet there would have been questions. Marcus would have had to venture in, as well. Stories would have needed exchanging, and questions would have needed answering. The odds of someone seeing her—or bloodhound-scenting her presence—would have ratcheted up with each passing second.

      She’d gone to Branson to cleanse the world of the last vestiges of her disgustingly foul son, Vivicus. The whispers had at least finally told her where and when to go to take care of the world’s First Morpher problem. She took no responsibility for his murderous ways. He’d made his own bed centuries ago, and he paid the ultimate price.

      Dunn closed her eyes and inhaled. She had hoped that perhaps the whispers would grant her some clarity now.

      They did not. They never did. Directives over clarity and understanding was the way of The Whispering One. Two millennia of dancing to the whims of a ghost had taught Dunn that.

      So she followed the current directive: Edit in what had been missing for too long. Time to bring the Drake brothers home.

      At least Daniel Drake’s plight would likely prove entertaining, even if she found the whole idea of him occupying the same space as Adrestia distasteful. Daniel, it seemed, had been hiding in plain sight for the past one hundred fifty years. His “ghost” had hitched a ride inside his body’s murderer.

      Dunn rubbed at her cheek, refusing to go down the obvious line of questioning: How much did ghost-Daniel and ghost-Whispering One have in common? Was she, Dunn, the Shifter Progenitor, just another Adrestia?

      No. No one used Dunn. She turned toward the SUV.

      Both Marcus and Harold had acquired new information. Daniel-in-Adrestia was in the care of one Dr. Eric Nakajima, the co-Head of Praesagio Industries’ Special Medical Unit, and his team. That explained Marcus’s inability to see Daniel in the what-was.

      Eric Nakajima took precautions.

      They didn’t know if Eric was in Portland. He could have taken Dan-Addy to any of Praesagio’s West Coast facilities.

      Dunn, Marcus, and Harold traveled toward Portland via Salt Lake City anyway.

      Muffled sounds echoed from the back of the SUV.

      Harold’s warm voice followed. “Are you sure?”

      Dunn didn’t catch Marcus’s response.

      A semi rolled by on the highway behind them, first making itself known by the compressed, higher-pitched noise of its tires and engine. Then its lights swept across the pullover area and the snow-covered rocks outlining the edge of the highway department’s approved walking area. Once the light vanished, the tractor-trailer’s noise pulled away and Doppler-shifted downward.

      Eighteen-wheeled, long-haul trucks barreling into the night: the perfect metaphor for Fates.

      Dunn walked to the ridge of rock that bounded the stopping area. Someone had left a bauble on a boulder—the semi’s lights had made it gleam in the night. She scooped it into her gloved hand.

      A thin, delicate ring. The opal nestled into the platinum setting shimmered, and for a second brought back memories of Australia and the stolen shard of her fellow Progenitor’s talisman.

      And of the Tsar’s massive, gaudy, ruby ring, which Dunn had altered.

      There’d been whispers then, too. Whispers that sent Dunn to collect the baubles, and whispers that told her how to correctly flow her Shifter Progenitor’s abilities into the metal of the heavy gold setting of the Tsar’s ring.

      She remembered a sense of geometry, and oddly, mathematics, and of manipulating properties at angles that could not be real. At the time, she’d felt as if she’d offered the ring a healing it did not want. It took the healing anyway, and she’d somehow upgraded its core internal plumbing and wiring.

      The metaphor made as much sense as thinking she could heal an object in the first place.

      Could she do the same now with the new opal ring in her hand? Affect the metal?

      “Ma’am?”

      Dunn pocketed the ring. “Yes, Harold?”

      Tall, wiry, with well-cut brown hair and shiny blue eyes, Harold was the kind of handsome that didn’t call attention to itself. He watched the world from a pleasant face which elicited pleasantness from everyone around him, but not a strong memory.

      Harold Demshire blended into everyone’s ideal of a “nice guy.”

      “Marcus wants to talk to you.” He blew warm breath onto his fingers.

      She nodded once before walking toward the SUV.

      Marcus Drake leaned against the back bumper in his own deep-indigo jacket, zipped tight to cover the triple-dragon talisman around his neck. Any Legion Insignia worked as a talisman for the original Draki Prime, though the three dragons reforged from their first—the three dragons lined up on the torque around Marcus’s neck—worked best. Daniel, Timothy, and Marcus were as bound to the Dracae as Dunn’s great-granddaughter, Rysa Torres Drake.

      Marcus stared out into the night, a long immortal man aged by Parcae sickness. Gray peppered his black hair. Lines surrounded his eyes and lips. He could be Harold’s father for all the normals knew. Or hers.

      “Did I tell you that Rysa Torres healed my sickness?” he said. “Just before Ladon sent us to Branson. Before she’d become fully Shifter-activated and before any of us knew she was the daughter of a class-one healer.”

      He rubbed his neck. “She laid on her hands, I saw Daniel in a vision, and the pain left.” His hand transferred to his head and he rubbed at his hair. “Though I wish she’d taken the grays.”

      Dunn could help with that. She could reverse his aging. She could also turn him into a toad, if she wanted to.

      He’d been respectful enough not to ask for cosmetic changes, which she liked. Not that she would offer anyway.

      “That was the moment I knew Daniel was alive. I just didn’t know which War Baby he’d hitched a ride in.”

      They knew now. The other two Enfants de Guerre—Metus, the future-seer, and Timor, the past-seer—were still in the wind, somehow hiding themselves without the stitching help of their triad’s present-seer. Completely hiding themselves from Marcus Drake, one of the most talented past-seers on Earth, which suggested to Dunn an equally talented intervention.

      But Metus and Timor were not their current goal. Dunn suspected that the two missing War Babies were not likely to be anything beyond a footnote to their current concerns.

      “I knew I needed to find Daniel.” Marcus nodded as Harold walked up. “Do you know that we never told Ladon or AnnaBelinda about Harold’s Guard affiliation? All three of our seers said not to.” He shrugged.

      “Bound by fate.” Harold shrugged also.

      “We spent the past eight months staying under the radar while we searched for Daniel.”

      “Gathering information,” Harold said.

      Marcus rubbed his face. “I’m going to tell you the truth, ma’am. All of it.” he said.

      “You’ve been telling me the truth since we started this trip.” No one lied to Dunn. Not unless she wanted them to lie.

      Marcus chuckled, but his voice carried hints of annoyance. “Aye, ma’am.” Seemed Marcus Drake had not completely resigned himself to traveling with the Mother of All Enthrallers.

      Now Dunn chuckled.

      “I think my nephew punched a hole in the wall of the universe.” He waved his hand at the sky. “Ripped a tear in its fabric. Opened a portal through the looking glass.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “I don’t think it matters what metaphor we use.”

      Aiden Blake, the future-seer of The Children of the Burning World and the son of Marcus’s brother, Timothy. The evil little fucker hurt Dunn’s daughter, Daisy.

      But again, she took no responsibility for the actions of others. How could she? At this point in her long life, she’d have to take responsibility for the entire planet, if she admitted to having fingers in others’ cookie jars.

      Harold had sources inside Praesagio Industries. He’d told Dunn stories of Aiden’s ghost-corpse and the subsequent corporate mobilization to figure out what it meant—and also about Trajan’s centuries-long mobilization specifically for the threat Aiden represented.

      Specific and centuries-long were the exact words Harold used, and the exact words his sources said to him.

      A very specific portent of a burning world had manifested the moment Andreas Sisto put a new-killing bullet through the brain of a boy who had vanished into that new hole-rip-looking glass.

      A world full of suicidal Burners… and now with its precious, soft underbelly exposed to that hole in the fabric of the universe.

      Nothing good could come of such a rip. Holes tended to allow access from both sides.

      The weight, the sense of foreboding déjà vu, wiggled. It rolled and it sank in its claws.

      Or talons. Six, maybe, on each of its giant hand-claws.

      Dunn rubbed her forehead. The Dracae were not the issue here. How could they be? Marcus spoke of rips in the fabric of the universe, not practical-minded beasts.

      But what did it all mean?

      “No, the metaphor doesn’t matter,” she said. No matter how deep the meaning they attached to the words they used to describe the new, only the reality mattered. Only the physics.

      Marcus nodded his agreement. “I knew a conduit had opened moments after Ladon reconnected to his beast.” He sighed. “I saw Daniel’s return.” Marcus closed his eyes. “I saw Aiden’s death—both of his deaths.”

      This was new information. “What are you talking about, Fate?”

      “There’s a… place… in the what-was-is-will-be. A location. It manifests as a flat plateau of rock.” He glanced at Harold. “For some, it looks like the Dragon’s Rock, which is outside the Dracae’s cave in Wyoming.” Marcus pointed northeast.

      “We’ve seen photos. The Praesagio pilots like to know where they’re landing,” Harold said.

      “I’ve never thought of the location as Wyoming, I suspect because I’ve never been to the cave.” Marcus inhaled. “To me, the new plateau looks like Mount Vesuvius.”

      Harold nodded as if he’d been partial to the vision.

      The cave image meant nothing to her, but Vesuvius, she knew. She’d pinioned the Burner Progenitor into the mountain with Janus’s talisman. She left both the man and the sword to be swallowed by the erupting volcano’s new tephra.

      The whispers told her to take Terry—he’d called himself Terry, the Burner Progenitor. Of all of them, he was the only one who remembered a name after they awoke under the olive tree. He’d babbled a lot, none of which she remembered or understood. Babbled and threatened and blew kisses much too dangerous to allow him to walk free. So she and Janus took care of it.

      The sword became the shards gleaned from the sharp pebbles on the side of Vesuvius. Terry, she suspected, had somehow managed to stay intact. She had no proof beyond an inkling and a few of the Whispering One’s whispers.

      “But I don’t think the location is either, ma’am. I think it’s something completely different.” For the first time on this trip, visible terror crept across Marcus Drake’s face. “Do you see it?” he whispered. “Do the Progenitors understand?”

      “No,” she said. Her abilities did not extend into the what-was-is-will-be. Dunn was firmly rooted in the physical of the world.

      Marcus rubbed his hands together again. “Timothy is there. He’s alive. Or semi-alive, like Daniel. He called to me the moment Aiden opened the hole in the universe, but I can’t talk to him.” He looked up at the sky. “I can’t get through the fog infesting the what-was-is-will-be. I don’t know what it means.”

      The Fates could not see though this fog, and every one of them considered their seers whole and unbroken. They seemed more frustrated than afraid.

      Which, if she was to believe her inklings, might not be the correct response.

      Harold squeezed Marcus’s shoulder. “We’ll get Daniel. He’s closer to Timothy. He’ll know what to do.”

      Marcus responded with a squeeze to Harold’s fingers. “I know.”

      Dunn’s son, Andreas, and a handful of her grandchildren could have shepherded these two through Praesagio’s Fate and Shifter defenses, yet they’d asked her.

      Marcus turned toward the SUV door. “Daniel will tell us how much time we have left.”

      Harold’s sources had mentioned activated protocols, but Praesagio Industries was a squid with tentacles wrapped through every country on Earth. If there was a timetable, it wasn’t obvious.

      “Maybe,” she said.

      The mountains in front of them cut off most of the light pollution that modern normals pumped into the atmosphere. Not all of it—the undersides of clouds hanging behind the hills circling the western horizon glowed in ways that only clouds over a city could glow. Heat rose from the writhing anthill of humans that was Salt Lake City and that heat set fire to everything above it.

      Burning skies. Burning worlds. Holes ripped into the fabric of the universe by Fates as evil as her morpher son, Vivicus.

      “I won’t lie,” Marcus said. “I need my brothers. We need to be a triad if we are to see what’s coming.” He pointed between himself and Harold, then at Dunn. “We need to do this.”

      Dunn fingered the delicate opal ring in her pocket. It rolled around, a hard lost bauble in a world full of shiny things, and gave her a moment’s peace.

      She nodded. “Then I think we get the band back together.”

      Marcus and Harold looked at each other, then at her. Harold smiled.

      Dunn patted Marcus’s arm and climbed into the back of the SUV. They all had a part to play, including her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Rysa Torres Drake sank her bottom into the cave’s fresh, organic loam between the rows of strawberries and kale. The dirt tumbled more than squished as she displaced it with her hips, but didn’t roll in clods or chunks. The soil, like all living things inside the cave home she shared with the Dracae, had found an exquisite balance.

      Her seers tossed out images of the extra cleaning she’d need to do soon—each new wiggle ground soil deeper into the fabric of her jeans. Digging in her fingers only embedded dirt under her nails. She’d made a mess and she’d have to clean it up.

      She didn’t care. Every breath carried the scents of soil, orange trees, and the small patch of lavender not too far away. The light piped in via the dragons’ mirror system shimmered. Birds sang. Water flowed.

      The magic of the cave worked itself into her body through her skin and her lungs, and if she needed to scrub a little harder to make herself “presentable” for the wider world, then so be it.

      School beckoned. Ladon and Dragon had packed most of their bags already. She would be returning to the University of Minnesota for her final semester in a few days, but right now, she rolled around in the natural wonder within the cave’s bubble of perpetual early summer, and damn it, she was going to enjoy it.

      Rysa slowly arched her foot and gently dug her toes into a cool, shadowed mound of black earth under the leaves of two sweet-smelling strawberry plants. Soft, moist dirt that, somehow, the dragons had either manufactured or moved into this magical realm over one hundred years ago, and kept at the perfect, warm temperature all year round.

      A bluebird landed in the apple tree not far away. All three American species lived in the cave—Western, Eastern, and Mountain—and this one looked to be a male Eastern. He flipped his wings and preened his chest, and twilled his pretty love song.

      All she needed was a bunny and a fawn, and she could go full Disney princess out here in the commons, though honestly, she could do without the whole “princess” thing.

      Billy Bare, the Burner who’d saved Ladon, was out there somewhere. He’d fallen off their radar after he sent Ladon the video of his song—“Vanish into the Fire,” he’d called it. She caught herself humming it every so often. It would have been a hit, if he were technically still alive.

      He’d fallen off their radar so completely not even Dmitri knew where he was, and seers didn’t work with Burners. So no matter how badly she and Ladon wanted to offer him help and a safe haven, they couldn’t.

      Not that Dmitri was answering calls about Burners—or anything else, for that matter— which was why her mom, Mira Torres, and the Dragons’ Legion Second, Andreas Sisto, had decided to do a little in-person digging at Praesagio Industries’ headquarters in Portland. “I want to check on Daniel,” her mom had said. Andreas wanted to investigate the whole strangeness around Daisy’s—and his—mother.

      That’s what they’d said, though Rysa suspected the recent rash of possible Burner-caused explosions had something to do with Andreas’s desire to go “checking.” He’d pointedly asserted that the Dracae needed to sit this one out. Said Anna needed rest and Ladon his honeymoon.

      Rysa had given him a big hug while whispering “Thank you” into his ear.

      Andreas and her mom left five days ago. Her father stayed to finish the dragons’ clinic setup in the library off the cave’s kitchen area—though, again, she’d sensed more of a need to keep her dad somewhere safe than any need to finish the setup. There’d been a lot of clanking as a result, and a fair amount of rapid-fire Spanish swearing. AnnaBelinda seemed to be handling it well, considering the new facility displaced her work area. But both dragons burst with color and questions, and continued to grill Sandro Torres about all things medical for as long as he, and their humans, could tolerate it.

      Neither Anna nor Ladon enjoyed the lessons, and not being able to move more than two hundred feet from the dragons meant that both sister and brother had been spending a lot of time in the kitchen. The cave now stored enough preserved fruits and vegetables, and smoked meats, to bring a small city through a nuclear winter.

      Rysa’s brother-in-law, Derek, continued building a nursery in the apartment he shared with AnnaBelinda and Sister-Dragon. Lumber went in. Sawing noises and the scent of shaved wood came out. Little Alexei was about to have a room befitting his princeling heritage.

      The cave wasn’t exactly quiet these days—except now. The dragons were about to wake from their day-long sleep and both Anna and Ladon had gone off to the nesting shaft to be with their beasts. Her dad fiddled and Derek carved. The cave had settled once again into chirping birds and gurgling waters.

      So Rysa dug her toes into the soil, leaned back, and looked up at the dome overhead.

      Cool blues and greens, warm oranges and reds, all blended and swirled across the cave’s dragon-painted ceiling. Their roof shimmered and glistened, like the beasts themselves. Best sky ever, she thought.

      Plants rustled.

      Rysa closed her eyes. She knew all too well the approaching male footfalls.

      She loved her father. She understood his adult ADHD better than anyone else in the cave, since she inherited her own from him. But sometimes she wished he’d just stay in the library and let her be.

      Rysa pulled her toes out of the dirt and sat up.

      “Hey, ma risa,” her dad said. He squatted and picked at a weed next to his boot. “How are you feeling today?”

      If he were standing, his foot would have been tapping. Instead, he fidgeted with the poor little weed’s leaves.

      He also hadn’t combed his black hair since her mom left with Andreas, but his handsome Spanish features and hazel, sunburst eyes looked well-rested.

      Class-one healers could fake a good night’s sleep better than anyone.

      Rysa patted his hand. “I’m fine, Dad.”

      “Have you heard from your mother?” He wouldn’t look at her.

      She moved closer. The cave was wifi and cell signal-free, and her father went out to the Dragon’s Rock regularly to check his messages and would likely see something from her mom before she did.

      What was this about? There’d been hugs and promises and kisses when her mom left. Now her dad frowned and fidgeted.

      Then it dawned on Rysa: Her mom left with Andreas. Huge, handsome, charming, First Enthraller Andreas.

      Rysa chuckled. Her poor father. “Dad, they’re just going to Portland. Mom’s checking on Daniel. That’s all.”

      His frown deepened.

      “There’s no need to be jealous.” She patted his hand again. He’d been so wrapped up in setting up the clinic he hadn’t truly realized Mom was gone until yesterday when the dragons went into the nesting shaft to sleep. All of a sudden the world grew quiet and left her poor father alone with his own thoughts.

      She’d been in places like that before, focusing on one problem and not really registering changes in her world. Thank goodness she now had Ladon and Dragon’s energy connection to help smooth over her attention issues.

      “I am not jealous.” But her dad pouted like a little boy. “Why would I be jealous?” He glanced over his shoulder. “I have work here.”

      Rysa rubbed her hands together. Dirt clung to her fingers and her nails and she should at least get some of it off, though she’d rather leave it where it was for a little longer. But no, her dad needed help.

      “Let’s relax tonight,” she said, “Come spend a few hours between Ladon and Dragon with me. It’ll do you good.” He benefited from time inside a human-dragon energy flow as much as anyone else.

      His frown deepened yet again, but then he seemed to catch himself. “Yeah,” he said.

      Rysa brushed some of the dirt off her toes. “Mom married you.”

      The frown turned into pursed lips. “I abandoned you two for a decade because Daniel told me to.”

      This was coming up now? But then again, they hadn’t really talked since he had returned to her life. He’d been busy. She’d been busy. He’d needed time with her mom, and she’d needed time with her new husband.

      They were both full of excuses.

      Her dad continued squatting and fidgeting with his leaf. How were his knees not hurting? But again, class-one healers could do all sorts of bad things to their bodies and suffer no ill effects.

      At least physically.

      Rysa had thought her parents were doing well. She had a little sister on the way, after all. But now she wondered.

      She wouldn’t use her past-seer to pry. No matter what the other Fates believed, to her an uncalled-for past-seeing was nothing more than an invasion of privacy.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “If it had been me, Ladon would be just as jealous.” She grinned.

      Her father sniffed and looked up at the ceiling. “That’s different.”

      “Different? Andreas married one of Ladon’s ex-girlfriends, Dad.” So not so different, except now neither man wanted anything to do with Penny Sisto, other than to “borrow” her sweet, decked-out Chevy Impala. Penny did bring out the worst in everyone.

      Her dad sniffed again but slapped his leg. “It doesn’t matter. You and your new baby sister matter.” He forced a smile.

      Rysa brushed the last of the removable soil off her feet. “It matters.” Her toes were still dirty, but she’d go into the baths and wash her feet later. “You need to talk to Mom about this, by the way. Or Derek.” She pointed over her shoulder. “Anna’s been with Andreas many times over the centuries. It’s not a secret. Derek doesn’t have any problems with Andreas hanging around.” None that Rysa had noticed.

      “Look,” he said. “I’m sorry. It’s just…” He swirled his finger over his head. “It’s… well…”

      Anxiety, her past-seer whispered. This was the first time since his return that he’d been apart from her mother for an extended period of time. He was here by himself.

      “Dad, I’m going to use my present-seer.” Maybe she could figure out what to say.

      He blinked as if she’d said the most confusing words ever. “Your mother never asks.”

      Rysa patted his hand again. “I’m not Mom, am I?”

      Her father smiled. “Sorry about that, by the way.” He fiddled with the leather cord around his wrist. “All the hyperactivity.” He pointed over his shoulder at the library. “You’ll figure out how to self-heal it.”

      He hadn’t yet, and he was over five hundred years old. It was nice, though, that her father sounded so confident about her abilities.

      Rysa unfurled her present-seer. She let it seek as it felt it needed to, and didn’t interfere.

      The fog in the what-was-is-will-be hung around everything. It obscured her future-seer more than anything else, but it also blurred the demarcation lines her present-seer liked to use to highlight in the present—the thickening of perception that made it easier for her to pick out important information in the what-is.

      Still, through the blur, she saw a fear. Her father was afraid, and that fear crept out of the recent past.

      “When you were in hiding, did you spend time in caves, Dad?” Being here reminded him of being alone.

      His brow knotted. “That was different.”

      Again with the “different” word. “Well, yes. But not every part of your brain understands that.”

      He blinked. A moment went by. Her father obviously processed her comment—his face rapidly transitioned from confused, to surprised, to what she could only describe as “well, shit.”

      Rysa tapped her nose. “Do you want me to make you a calling scent? I used to do it for Ladon all the time.” She knew how to make anti-anxiety scents for men.

      He patted her knee. “No, no. I’m okay.” His forced smile returned. “Hey, do you think one of the dragons would do a scan on me? So I can see what’s firing wrong?” He tapped his temple.

      “Ask one of them.” The more practice, the happier the dragon.

      He nodded, then snapped his fingers. “Please tell Brother-Dragon I loaded the articles he requested onto his tablet.”

      Her father had brought in an array of dragon-sized equipment, including multiple tablet computers the size of televisions.

      “I will.”

      He ran his hand over his head. “I’ll run a lap around the commons.” He smiled again. “That should calm me down.”

      “Works for me,” she said. Though Ladon and Dragon worked the best, and they were—

      Two energy waves swept outward from the nesting shaft, the first looking for Derek and the second looking for Rysa.

      The dragons were awake.

      “Run your lap, Dad.” Rysa dusted the dirt off her jeans.

      I’m coming, love, she pushed toward the apartment she shared with Ladon and Dragon. The roses-and-soft-kisses-filled push spiraled outward from her body on the back of a seer burst meant to “boost” the signal. It wavered between her and the beast in a space she couldn’t see directly, and couldn’t physically feel. A space she’d been sensing since she activated. The space where her abilities poked into the what-was-is-will-be. Where her healer moved from her own body to the person-space of another.

      New-space, the irreality she—and the scientists at Praesagio Industries, and the dragons, and everyone, it seemed—believed was the true common denominator of the powers exhibited by Fates, Shifters, Burners, and the communication connection of the dragons.

      A rose-kissed echo flowed back to her. Dragon swore he was beginning to pick up more of her calls. They tested every day, and Rysa had added data collection about how well he heard her to her daily diary.

      The blast of joy that erupted from the apartment—the shining, glimmering cathedral of Dragon’s sense of her—broke into her vision, and the entire cave shimmered as if coated with faery dust.

      Her father looked at his feet. Like her, he could see images pushed by the dragons. “That beast loves you, honey.”

      She gave her dad a quick hug. “I know,” she said, and ran for Ladon and Dragon.
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      Rysa gently pressed on the chestnut wood of their apartment’s arched door, and the dragon-sized carved wonder swung soundlessly open. Ladon and Dragon had engineered some sort of counterweight system shortly after she moved into the cave, and the entire ten-foot-tall, four-hundred-pound structure now glided as if it sailed the heavens on a wave of light.

      Their olive tree—a descendant of the original tree under which the Progenitors appeared twenty-three centuries ago—shimmered in the late afternoon sunshine filtering in through the cave’s mirror system. Sometimes it made small, sweet, wind-chime-like sounds. Or at least her mind perceived the wind-chime-like sounds she expected the lights to make. She’d have to set up a recording device to test, and honestly, she didn’t want to kill the magic.

      The cave was magic. The dragon-painted, thirty- and forty-foot vaulted ceilings gleamed with swirling patterns and symbols. The singing baths, all the hidden rooms, the wildlife—the world of the Dracae was another realm. The three shimmering olive trees were literally the closest thing to real faery dust any human would ever get.

      The wonder of her home—like her abilities—probably had more to do with the new than it did with anything supernatural. She knew it. Ladon and Dragon and everyone else knew it.

      Yet investigating the true nature of the magic felt like crushing it under the heel of Praesagio Industries. It felt invasive, industrial, and weaponized.

      Maybe her seers were operating better than she thought. Maybe she was being paranoid. But she knew enough about America and her many Titans of Industry to understand that this place, secret-filled as it was, needed protecting.

      The cave deserved reverence, and as the Draki Prime, it was her job to make sure it stayed safe and revered.

      Rysa padded on dirty feet into the apartment, fully intending to wiggle her toes into the clover under the tree while she waited for Ladon and Dragon to swagger their fine selves out of the nesting shaft.

      They’d decided to honeymoon at home mostly, she knew, because Ladon and Dragon wanted her to be happy. The cave wasn’t the wonderland for them that it was for Rysa, not after living here for a century and a half. To them, it was simply “home.”

      She glanced at the bed while she walked toward the shimmering olive tree. The entrance to the shaft blended into the shadows at the back of the bed’s cove. No light. No indication of dragon movements, or sounds of dragon diggings.

      Did they go into the baths? “Ladon?” she called.

      Her seers might not be working their best right now, but most of the fog seemed to be confined to more nebulous, global questions. She could ask her future-seer what they’d be eating for lunch tomorrow and she’d get a clear-ish picture, but if she asked what Dmitri, or Andreas, or Daisy, or any of the not-present members of the Dragons’ Legion would be eating, she’d likely not see anything beyond “food.” Her present-seer operated with the same foggy vagueness. Asking where Ladon and Dragon were right now would yield an answer, but asking where her mother was, or where Daniel-Adrestia walked, would only yield “Portland,” which she knew already, anyway.

      The fog felt as if the what-was-is-will-be had turned lazy. It sat on the couch eating chips and watching craptastic reality television and refusing to do its homework.

      Or maybe not lazy. Maybe upset that it couldn’t figure out the problem so now it brooded and pouted like a frustrated teenager.

      Goodness knew Rysa had reacted to life that way many times in her past.

      Why was she thinking of the what-was-is-will-be as if it was a child? Anthropomorphizing concepts helped no one. It certainly did nothing to help figure out what caused the fog, though it did describe the pervasive frustration among the Fates right now.

      Or maybe she just had babies on her mind, considering the impending triad of little ones about to be born into her family.

      She glanced at the nest entrance again. Where were Ladon and Dragon? She could use a little—

      A glint moved through the air about three feet in front of her—a glint that looked suspiciously like the platinum of a dragon-sized wedding band.

      “Dragon!” He’d mimicked the tree and snuck up on her.

      A breeze swirled around her body. The air burst open with a full spectrum of brilliant greens and golds and tight leaves-in-the-ocean patterns. The wonderful, rich scent of frankincense and cinnamon followed.

      The beast nuzzled her side. A full, detailed cathedral of meaning followed—velvet rose petals, the warmth of their apartment’s hearth, the beast’s intricate memory-architecture that formed his concept of family—it all flowed into her mind.

      “I love you too.” Rysa bounced on the balls of her feet. She laughed and hugged her wonderful dragon’s neck. “You surprised—”

      Ladon’s arms wrapped around her waist.

      He’d snuck up on her, too. Snuck up from behind as quiet as a cat to press his chest against her back and his big, strong arms around her body.

      Her world ceased to be the twinkling wonder of the cave and became all that was Ladon—his scent of civilization and sunshine, his strong, comforting body, his protection and his support.

      He pressed his lips into her hair next to her ear. “Mine,” he whispered.

      Dragon’s living energy—his connection to Ladon, his three-dimensional thoughts built of pattern and color and movement—pulsed and settled into the beast’s reflection of what she meant to Ladon.

      Beautiful. Beloved. My love. My mate. Mine.

      They were portals, those words. Portals into Ladon’s understanding of his world, into his deepest thoughts—her need for them, and his for her, the warmth of their cuddles, the truth that sex and their connection would never be denied.

      That Rysa would never abandon them, and that they would never abandon her.

      She was, in a true Dracae way, his.

      She’d been given a gift greater than any she could have ever imagined—greater even than her Fate and Shifter abilities. She had love.

      Rysa spun in his arms. He wore only his black jeans, no t-shirt, no socks, no belt either, and his super-soft black boxer-briefs poked out over the waistband of his pants. His wavy black hair was its normal level of sexy-messy, and his gorgeous, gold-flecked eyes all but glowed.

      She kissed his chin. “You do realize that when I say mine, I’m being possessive and controlling.”

      His laugh vibrated against the top ridge of her ear.

      No, you are not, Dragon signed in his version of American Sign Language. Your understanding is the same as Human’s. The beast snorted.

      She rubbed a hand over Dragon’s crest. “I wish everyone could see what you show me, my love. The world would be a better place.”

      Yes, it would. Dragon rolled over onto his back and scratched at his belly. Human wants sex.

      Another low, rumbling chuckle rolled from deep in Ladon’s chest. His hands roamed over her bottom, but he didn’t say anything.

      Even after being together for eight months, even after the trials and pain—and the wonder—they’d been through together, even after the wedding, the pure joy pulsing off Ladon when he wanted to touch still surprised her. This beautiful man wanted her to be the center of his notions of wife and family. He wanted to fulfill his part of the deal by being a good husband. And he sure did enjoy practicing the whole “mating” part of their pairing.

      His rumbles had returned in fully-intoxicating intensity after he and the beast reconnected, and she swore his already-high libido had doubled. He smiled a lot more now, as well. To the delight of everyone in the cave, he’d taken up the majority of the meat grilling chores. He’d also taken to helping Derek build the nursery during the few hours he wasn’t sleeping or making love.

      Ladon really was enjoying being a family man.

      She rubbed her hands over the wide muscles of his upper back. He had the most sensuous, supple body. He moved like a dancer and touched like a sculptor.

      His lips worked down the outer edge of her ear, to her lobe. He kissed gently, and exhaled just enough to make her shiver. Then he nipped and kissed down the side of her neck to the delicate hollow at the top of her collarbone.

      Rysa sighed.

      Ladon moved a hand around to her front and cupped her breast. “Have you forgotten about whatever thoughts occupied your mind, my Lovely Dirty Toes?”

      Rysa snickered. He’d noticed the dirt on her feet? She dropped her hands off his lower shoulder blades and squeezed his backside. “What happened to ‘beloved’ and ‘beautiful’?”

      He had a couple pet names he liked to use, but she had to admit “beloved” was her favorite.

      He lifted her off the ground and pulled her legs around his waist, yet continued his nibbles along the collar of her t-shirt. “Hummm….” he hummed. “Beautiful Beloved Sexy Dirty Toes.”

      Her entire body shuddered.

      She could try to resist his charms. Think of her efforts as an exercise in impulse control. But he was too damned sexy.

      Rysa pulled her t-shirt up and over her head.

      Ladon humphed as if proud of himself for achieving his goal so quickly. He jostled her slightly, only enough to make sure he had a good grip on her backside, and carried her toward the bed.

      “You better not become complacent, husband.” She rubbed her face against his shoulder. God, he smelled good.

      He humphed again, but this time he seemed to be considering what she said. “If I am to be the good husband of my promises,” he smirked and dropped her onto their huge bed, “I must practice the correct type of vigilance.”

      Dragon ambled up and took up his place behind them. Ladon lowered himself on top of her, pressing just enough for her to feel his weight, and rubbed his erection against her pubic bone.

      “Vigilant. Yes,” she breathed. She could live with this kind of vigilance.

      Ladon unzipped her jeans and yanked them and her panties off her legs. He’d stopped ripping her clothes when she pointed out that she really didn’t enjoy shopping, and now instead made quick but careful work of getting her naked. “You require constant assessment,” he said, as he slipped his hand between her thighs. “Constant practice and adjustment.”

      His kiss pulled all her breath from her lungs. She gasped and allowed herself to sink into the tingles caused by Ladon’s expert touches, and the vibrations created by Dragon’s colors and purrs.

      Ladon understood the responses of her body better than she did herself. He knew exactly what to do to bring her to peak fast, and then what to do to pull her back.

      Her first orgasm erupted when he moved into her, and her second shortly after. Ladon grinned as he kissed her knuckles and her cheeks. He kissed her lips and her neck. And when she kissed the spot below his heart from which his love-rumble emanated, the echo filled not only their apartment, but her body and soul.

      Ladon stayed where he was, still inside her, and kissed the base of her throat. “I like being modernly married.” He kissed her left shoulder and pulled her thigh high along his hip. “And I like your dirty toes.”

      His eyes twinkled. He smiled. Her husband had found his way again.

      Rysa kissed his shoulder. “Well, I like all of you, toes included.”

      “I hope so.” He kissed her chin. “Wanna do it slow this time?”

      “You are going to be a distraction when we return to Minneapolis.” Not that she was complaining, though she did suspect their housemates would find their constant lovemaking annoying. “You’re going to keep me from studying, aren’t you?”

      “Uh-huh.” Ladon rolled onto his back, but carried her with him, so that she straddled his hips.

      Rysa pointed at Dragon. “Aren’t you hungry?” The beast just woke up. He should have a grumbling dragon tummy.

      He scratched at his belly. Yes. But he didn’t move.

      Ladon smiled and palmed her breasts.

      “What am I going to do with you two?” Live life happy, she thought, and leaned into Ladon’s embrace.

      He curled his arms tight around her body and breathed against her cheek.

      A big ball of déjà vu thudded against the back of Rysa’s eyeballs. It bounced off her future-seer first, then off her past-seer, before rolling to a stop right in the middle of her present-.

      She sat up but kept her hands on Ladon’s shoulders.

      He frowned and gripped her waist as if she was about to fall off him. “What’s wrong?”

      “This has happened before.” She waved her hand through the air. “Not happened happened. I swear this is the moment I future-saw right after I activated. When I was dreaming. At Marcus and Harold’s house.” She frowned, too. “That first morning. Dragon was downstairs with Marcus and you were in my bed when I woke up.”

      She’d dreamed a disconnected moment, one full of love and touching and Ladon’s joy, and right now, her present-seer seemed to think that her remembering a future-seeing dream from her past was a good idea in the present.

      Sometimes being a Fate gave her a headache.

      “When you were all over me?” Ladon’s frown turned into a smirk. He laced his hands behind his head and rolled his hips under hers. “I remember that.”

      She stuck out her tongue. “I saw you happy.” And not just regular happy, either. Happy as in full of zest for his life. She’d dreamed a man no longer entangled in his melancholy.

      Ladon curled his arms around her again as he sat up, to hold her on his lap. “You took care of that.” New kisses to her jawline followed.

      Behind them, Dragon snorted again, and a distinctive wave that could only mean Hurry up, I want to eat followed.

      Ladon groaned and rested his forehead on Rysa’s shoulder. “We’ll get you oranges,” he said.

      Dragon snorted yet again.

      Why was she remembering the dream now? They’d been pretty much having non-stop sex since the wedding. This moment was not unusual—nor did it completely match the dream.

      “You were wearing a t-shirt.” She’d threaded her hand under the dream-fabric.

      Moments like this—seers weaving around each other, déjà vu, remembering visions—meant something. They always meant something.

      But what? She flicked out her present-seer, but nothing danced up to the front of her mind. Stupid fog, she thought.

      Ladon chuckled. “I guess we’ll just have to keep practicing until I get it right, huh?”

      He didn’t seem to care about the dream. Dragon stood and sauntered off the bed, obviously not caring also.

      Perhaps the best route into the future was just to take it as it came to her.

      Rysa nipped Ladon’s shoulder.

      He flipped her around and laid her down on the bed. Gently, he stroked her cheek. “Finding you was the best thing that has ever happened to us.”

      “Oh, Ladon.” She pulled him down on top of her. Even with the hell of her activation, and the terrors of being separated from his beast, they still wanted her with them.

      She was their route into the future. Maybe that was the reason for the déjà vu. Maybe, right now, she needed to see his joy across all the dimensions of time and space.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, and did her best to share her own happiness with her new husband and his dragon.
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      Vibrations worked themselves up the legs of Derek’s sawhorses and into the clamped-down panel of the nursery door. The wood bounced ever-so-slightly and the beginnings of the Legion insignia he had started this morning rocked.

      He glanced at the entrance to the dragon’s nesting shaft behind the massive bed he shared with Anna and Anna-Dragon.

      A low-frequency rumble echoed through two doors connecting the shaft to the apartments.

      Derek grinned. Newlyweds were newlyweds, no matter how long immortal one of them might be.

      A new call stretched from the shaft, this one moving distinctly away from the neighboring apartment and into the space where Derek worked.

      His wife’s Dragon attempted to orient not only to Anna, but also to him.

      I am here, lovely, he pushed even though he knew she could not hear his response.

      Derek set his chisel on top of the nursery addition’s plans, and arranged his hammer and tape measure in the center of his work table, so that they were safely out of the way.

      Another call pushed outward from the shaft, but this one in a sort of flickering, sweeping way. His lovely Dragon had worked up some specific plan with the good doctor Torres to test if she could “find” Derek. The new call structure must be part of their scheme.

      Derek checked his watch. He dutifully wrote down in his prescribed notebook the time and “space”—the shape and feel—of Dragon’s attempts to connect to him.

      There had been long talks about the new and Aiden Blake’s corpse, and engineering, and dragon-human communications. Anna-Dragon was convinced, even though Derek remained invisible to all Fates and impervious to all Shifters, that since he could hear her and her brother, that they should be able to hear him.

      Brother-Dragon could sometimes hear Rysa. So why could neither beast hear Derek? He kept the data she asked him to keep, and did his best to note all details even if he did not see how they could be relevant. But he was not the scientist here, nor did he design this study. He would not hinder any advancement by interfering with data collection.

      Both beasts found it an interesting challenge, though to be honest, Derek could live without the constant mental poking by two bored dragons.

      Though from the last call, he doubted his wife had dragon-chatter logistics on her mind. Not after her dragon fully awakened to the love-rumbles flowing from the other apartment.

      He closed his eyes and listened, and waited for his lovely Anna-Dragon.

      Derek, she pushed. I am awake. After a pause, a wave meaning “cuddle time” followed.

      He wiped his hands on the towel hanging on one of the sawhorses. A shower would be nice. Sawdust clung to his arms and face. He probably smelled no worse than he did when Anna went into the nesting shaft two hours ago, but it would be nice to not deal with the grit.

      The drapes of metallic red, gold, blue, and silver fabrics hanging over their bed swayed. Derek dropped the towel on the wood panel, but not on the carving. “What do you think, my lovely?” he waved his hand over the work.

      A shimmering line of ocean-like blues and greens moved from the tip of his Dragon’s nose, over her crest, down her long, strong neck, over her sides, and to her tail. She flicked the tip just as her shimmering settled, and for a split-second she looked as if her eleven-foot body ended with a sparkler.

      She rocked from one front foot to the other, then nudged his side before looking over his shoulder. You finished the other panels while I slept? she pushed as she sniffed at the wood. This is the new one?

      “Yes.” The door was to have three panels. This one, with the insignia design, was the largest.

      She rocked backward onto her hindquarters before waving her head in a dragon nod. It is perfect, she pushed, then followed with a brief mental cathedral flash of a concept Derek could only label as “competency.”

      He knew that would be the end of her compliments, at least for this work. She had declared her approval of and her trust in not only his woodworking abilities, but also his ability to organize the creation of a perfect, safe, and inspiring home for their new nestling.

      Her simple acceptance of his addition to their environment felt as important as his quiet moments with Anna. As important as the touches and gestures, the smiles and laughs, the hugs and the calm that came with human expressions of love.

      Dragon’s acceptance carried a sense of process, as if the act of adding this moment to her mental cathedral of “competency” deemed it worthy.

      She lifted her head and very quickly pushed her updated concept to her brother in the other apartment.

      Come, she pushed. Human missed you. She motioned toward the bed.

      Derek was sure she had done the same thing with him in the past. That she had taken a memory of an act he considered simple and literally added it to the dragon language she shared with her brother. But this was the first time she had done it in such an obvious and specific manner.

      Anna sat on the edge in her black tank top and her black yoga pants, a pillow under her bottom and her legs crossed in a meditative pose. She smiled, bit at her lip, and curled her finger suggestively.

      He walked toward the bed. “How often does she do that?” he asked.

      Anna looked him up and down and did nothing to hide her desire for his attentions. “Do what?” she asked.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but realized he did not have the right words to fully describe what he wanted to say. To his wife and beast, Dragon’s response was their normal way of living. Both Anna and Ladon had blind spots in their processing—not voicing color descriptors, certain issues with names, a lack of awareness of certain vulnerabilities, to name a few—and he suspected he just experienced another.

      Speaking of Dragon’s language, also, would probably change the mood of the moment, be a distraction for sure, and he would rather snuggle than talk dragon philosophy, anyway.

      “Never mind,” he said. He rubbed Dragon’s snout as she moved by. Perhaps he should talk to the young people about this first, anyway. Rysa might have insight, as might Gavin Bower. “It’s not important.”

      The last two weeks had been good for Anna—she had rested, as he asked. She had also taken to answering Sandro Torres’s questions and had participated in many of his tests to monitor little Alexei, though she had been strict with the doctor about what records could and would be kept.

      Her belly now clearly showed her pregnancy. Her wavy black hair had grown out enough she had taken to braiding it flat against her head, but she still wore two pigtails at her hairline, mostly, he suspected, because he had said he liked it that way.

      The human half of his wife pairing had added one of his small preferences to her human concept of love.

      Derek dropped to his knees in front of Anna. He curled his arms around her waist and he laid his head over her heart.

      They had been together since the end of World War II. They survived multiple attempts by the Seraphim to steal him away, and all the changes to both his body and hers.

      Dragon curled behind her humans, and set her head next to Derek’s arm.

      “I am happy,” he said, and stroked her crest.

      Anna kissed the top of his head. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and she did not let go. “We have never been happier.”

      It is true, Derek.

      Anna tugged on his t-shirt. “Come share your sawdust and sweat with me, husband.”

      Derek smiled as he pulled her onto the bed. “Aye, wife.”

      Time to enjoy the moment.
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      Ladon squinted as he tapped at the dragon-sized tablet computer’s screen. He held it in much the same way he would have wielded a Norse shield—strap around his forearm, bicep tense, elbow bent. Unlike a shield, though, the tablet faced inward.

      Harsh colors gushed from the damned thing no matter how he nudged the settings. The light pooled around his finger and flooded across his chest and arms, and raged against the soothing, organic glimmer of his dragon.

      At least the tablet didn’t fill his head with the incessant, high-pitched whine that came with most connected devices.

      Ladon leaned against the pillows he’d stacked along the bed alcove’s rock wall. The tablet pushed noticeable heat through the silk sheet covering his naked thigh. It flowed down his leg to his calf and was not as pleasant as the cave’s many hearths, or the smooth touches of his woman and his dragon.

      Over his many lifetimes, he’d built towns from nothing. He’d saved more people than he’d hurt. Yet the sands of his life had smothered him centuries before the fall of the Empire. His reasons to be grateful had turned into mirages of themselves long, long ago.

      It took disconnecting from and reconnecting to Dragon to realize that he’d spent most of his long immortal life inside a reflection of himself.

      Ladon swiped through yet another page of text on Dragon’s giant tablet.

      If it had not been for Rysa and the Legion, we would have died, Human, the beast pushed.

      Dragon rested with his limbs under his belly with his tail wrapped around his body. He looked like a giant, glowing cat tucked into the corner near the foot of their bed. He’d surrounded himself with a heap of colorful, shimmering pillows as well, and seemed happy to rest away the last few hours of the night here in their quiet apartment.

      True, Ladon pushed. Once again, they’d been lucky.

      Lucky to have the family they had—and the wife who now slept next to Ladon’s leg.

      And lucky, also, to now see the truth of his past mirages.

      When had he fallen into his melancholy? Perhaps it happened when Fates murdered his sister’s daughter. Perhaps it descended fully onto him the night he and the beast spread open their wounds and bled out a rampage onto the countryside of Gaul.

      Or perhaps it happened before he and the other Progenitors awoke under the olive tree. Not that he would ever know; the time before the tree was nothing more than an amorphous, colorless fog, as it was for Sister, and for both dragons. Dunn and Janus, in the few early times they’d spoken of it, expressed the same exact description.

      They had no childhood memories, no knowledge of how they came about their training, or why they awoke the way they did. After a few centuries, the mystery lost its luster, and they’d all settled into their long lives. But every once in a while, Ladon wondered.

      He swiped at the text on the tablet again. He’d leave the science of the long immortal to Dmitri’s people. Right now, his new, more immediate mystery took priority.

      He’d asked Sandro, who had provided a theory and appropriate documentation.

      “Electroconvulsive Therapy: Side Effects and Benefits” one of the scrolling titles read. Several sub-articles included photos of random men and women, all anesthetized, all with what looked like wands next to their temples. One article was titled “Electroconvulsive Therapy versus Various Drug Implementations for Major Depression in Males Ages 18-35.” Another read “Non-responsive Post Traumatic Stress Disorder in Men: Is Electroconvulsive Therapy the Answer?”

      Sandro determined that Ladon’s body held itself at “adult prime.” Roughly speaking, biologically, Ladon was a fit, healthy twenty-seven-year-old. Also biologically, he fell in the middle of all the test groups in the articles.

      And, it seemed, the seizures he had experienced while separated from Dragon—and the electrical flux of their reconnection—had laid upon his brain the same stimuli as the so-called “Electroconvulsive Therapy.”

      He’d been literally shocked out of his melancholy.

      He set the tablet down on the blankets and rubbed at his eyes. It was late. He should sleep. Rysa told him looking at screens too late at night wasn’t good for him, anyway.

      How do you deal with this thing? Ladon pushed to Dragon. The tablet was the beast
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