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  For those who understand the importance of friends.
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  1


“Remind me why I have to do this,” Cori said, nibbling on carrot sticks as she walked with Belus. It wasn’t the Cheetos she really wanted, but she couldn’t have predicted that Danato’s disinterest in his own eating habits did not extend to her while she was pregnant. Six months of a nearly vegetarian diet was making her a little cranky. That and the fact that she was now toting around a bowling ball belly that had another month of expansion to go. 
“I presume you’re looking for a better answer than, ‘because I said so,’” Belus offered dryly. 
“Yes, I am. I don’t see why you need my help with Efrat, especially if you aren’t going to let me wear my rings.”
“I’m not going to argue with you about that again. Both Danato and I feel the rings are dangerous while you’re pregnant. As I recall, Ethan was also in agreement with that decision.”
Cori stopped on the gravel path and stared down Belus. He stopped to offer his impassive attention. “Do you know how ridiculous that sounds to me? Three men condescending to me about my safety, but then turning around and taking away the one weapon I can actually use in this blimp condition.”
“Excuse me, Princess, but it wasn’t just you we were concerned about,” Belus scolded. “And you are by no means incapable of using your gun.” He looked her over acutely, searching for the weapon. “Where is it, by the way?”
Cori sulked, looking down for her weapon even though she knew it wasn’t there. Tears sprang to her eyes without warning. “The belt is too small. I had to order a shoulder holster,” she sniffled, trying not to cry in front of Belus, thereby proving the instability that was keeping her from her rings. To her relief and annoyance, Belus chuckled. “It’s not funny.”
“Sure it is,” he said warmly. “Kid, you are not the only woman on Earth to have a baby under unusual circumstances. Despite what you might think right now, you will survive. Just one more month.” He held up a finger to signify it. “We’re all counting with you,” he mumbled as he walked on. 
She followed him the rest of the way around the prison to a clearing between Belus’s house and the two large cement buildings that were used as quarters for the guards and the rotating medical personnel. Cori hadn’t been inside any of them, including Belus’s house. 
His home was still fifty-some yards away, but she could see that it was a simple construction: an A-frame house with corrugated metal siding. It looked like a cross between a shed and a cabin.
Cori sat with Belus on a rock to wait for Efrat’s escorted arrival. He had been working with him for some time on his powers, but hadn’t made any real progress. Mostly, he was just ordering medical tests and treating him like a lab rat. For some reason, Belus had decided to include her in today’s session, but she wasn’t sure why. Without her rings, she had no protection from him—which scared her. And in terms of camaraderie, Efrat could jump off a cliff for all she cared. Consequently, she wouldn’t be much help there either.
She glanced back at Belus’s house, wondering why he had never invited her over, or anyone, for that matter. “Belus?” she asked carefully, and he looked up through hooded eyes. “Am I the reason you don’t come over more often?”
His eyes widened before his brow furrowed. “What?”
“In the other version of things… with Gypsy, you apparently ate over at Danato’s quite often, or at least often enough for no one to question your arrival. Do you think if I didn’t look like… her, that you would be inclined to visit more?”
“Is this your roundabout way of asking me over for dinner?” Belus smirked, trying to lighten the subject.
“No, this is my roundabout way of asking if you can’t stand being around me,” she said, not willing to downplay her concerns.
He sighed and shook his head. “Damn it, Cori, does everything have to be dramatic with you?”
“Does getting an honest answer out of you always have to be like pulling teeth?”
“Of course not!” he growled, answering her prior question as he rose off the rock. 
“Okay, I’m sorry. I just can’t get the image of you pointing a gun at me out of my head.”
“Cori,” Belus said and sounded composed again, “I can count on one hand the number of times you’ve invited me to dinner.” She opened her mouth to respond, but the answer she found wasn’t the one she wanted. “I can’t even walk through the damn door without an invitation.” 
Cori huffed and hugged her bulbous belly. Perhaps her emotions were getting a little out of hand. She was about to apologize when she saw Efrat sauntering over with two armed guards. Despite his captivity, he always strutted wherever he went. It ranked pretty high on her short list of reasons she hated him.
“Well, well, Corinthia, you look pleasantly plump. I’d heard you’d gotten knocked up.”
“Don’t call me that.” She stood and squared her shoulders as he passed by Belus to greet her.
“Okay, Kitten.” He grinned. 
She didn’t prefer that nickname either, but anything was better than staring into his baby blues and hearing her full name. Too much time and trust had been put into Efrat on account of those eyes. She didn’t need to be reminded of why.
“May I?” he asked congenially and put his hand toward her belly, stopping just shy.
“No!” Cori withdrew, covering her stomach.
“She’s not wearing the rings, Efrat,” Belus offered further explanation after he dismissed the guards to return to their posts. 
“She’s…” Efrat withdrew his reach and looked over her hands thoroughly before his usual embittered facial expression returned. “Why not? Why did you bring her here then?”
Belus ignored his question and ushered her to move farther into the clearing. She obliged, hoping to gain some distance from Efrat. Unfortunately, he followed right along behind Belus. 
“Belus, she could get hurt,” Efrat grumbled just behind him like he expected she wouldn’t hear him. She peered back, surprised that he would have any concern for her welfare. His responding scowl seemed to put the blame on her for the scheme.
“I don’t want to be here any more than you do,” she said. 
“This is far enough.” Belus stopped, giving Cori a stern look. He must not have approved of her bickering with his pet project, but Cori wasn’t sure she could be near him without getting into an argument. “Efrat, I brought you out here to stretch your legs, so to speak. Are you uncomfortable using your power in front of Cori?”
Efrat’s face twisted with amused disgust. “I’m not uncomfortable with… electricity isn’t exact, you know! I’m trying to… damn you, Belus!”
Cori bit back her smile. It was a relief to her to see someone else getting just as frustrated with Belus’s no-nonsense teaching method. 
“Are you going to cooperate today, or shall I just mark this down as one of your moody days?”
“I’m not moody!” he defended moodily and Cori sputtered trying to contain a chuckle. Efrat glared at her as if she was the one who had suggested the word. 
“Surly then, or perhaps morose,” Belus continued. “I’m not sure if discontent is the right word, but I’m afraid I’ve used up my vocabulary for the day.”
“How about asshole?” Cori mumbled. Belus gave her a drive-by glower. She mimed a dramatic mouth-zipping to appease him, but that only brought a longer, more severe glare. She lowered her eyes and crossed her arms, offering a surrender, albeit a pouty one. 
“What do you want me to do?” Efrat asked.
“You see that little shack by the front gates?” Belus pointed.
From his angle, Efrat couldn’t see it, so he moved closer to him. Cori took an unintentional step back, but pretended she was also trying to get a better view. She hated showing fear to Efrat, but the fact was, without her rings, he was dangerous to her, whether he wanted to be or not. 
The small one-man guard shack by the gate was old and hadn’t been used in years. The drawbridge's installation eliminated the need for a guard. It amused her that the only way to protect this prison properly was to use antiquated technology.
“I want you to put everything you’ve got at it,” Belus offered him leave to proceed, but Efrat just chuckled. “Something amusing to you?”
“You want me to give it everything?” Efrat clarified with a smirk. Belus nodded. “You sure about that?” Belus took a step back and crossed his arms. 
Efrat shrugged and swaggered into position. He took a deep breath and held his hands out, grasping at nothing but air. Rivulets of blue energy crawled up his arms and snapped in his face. He held his head back as far as he could without losing sight of his target. His fabric sleeves burned and fell away. A few static shocks snapped around his belt buckle, which made him tense his stomach.  
Cori felt Belus nudge her. She looked over and saw he was covering his ears. She did the same. Almost as soon as she did, Efrat released the energy. A white-hot flash blinded her, and despite covering her ears, the boom was deafening. 
Cori doubled over and cradled her stomach as she felt the baby kick harshly. Apparently, she/he didn’t like the disruption any more than Cori did.
She blinked away the stars in her eyes while the ringing in her ears subsided. She heard Belus ask if she was okay, and she nodded. She looked up to see what damage Efrat had done to the guard shack that stood over 100 feet away. 
It was no surprise that the guard shack had been destroyed, albeit in far smaller pieces than she might have predicted. What gave her pause was the upturned soil creating a thick ridge that ran from Efrat’s feet to the shack. The gash he left in the soil was deep. 
She didn’t even know that was possible. 
A fine layer of steam rose from the rut, hinting at how long it was going to take for the grass to grow back.
Cori turned away, unwilling to put her shock on display. Efrat had always hinted at the power he had. She had never given it much credence, since Efrat was usually more bluster than action. Apparently, it wasn’t all lip service.  
Belus touched her hand, and for a moment she thought it was to comfort her, but she was mistaken. He urged her to turn around and lifted his chin ever so slightly. She took the hint and crossed her arms over her chest. She put on her best stone-cold Belus impersonation and observed the scene with feigned interest rather than the awestruck horror that she was really feeling.
Despite her spike in hormones that was causing her to have rampant, abrupt emotional outbursts, Belus was trying to train her in the art of concealment. He valued his own restraint in difficult situations. Since Cori had the similar disadvantage of not being able to bully her way into getting respect, he was advising her to keep her reactions in check. 
“Well, that’s a little messy, isn’t it?” Belus said sardonically. “This time, aim into the sky. The clouds won’t mind as much.” 
Efrat was panting and sweating from the strain of using his power at full strength. Between that and his shredded shirt, he just needed to turn green and start roaring to complete the theme. 
“Full strength?” Efrat sounded reluctant, but another smile crossed his face when Belus nodded. Cori imagined it had been a long while since Efrat had been allowed to turn up his amps this high, if ever. 
Efrat went through the same routine, releasing the bolt into the sky where it splintered through the clouds, creating a tapestry of phosphorescence. 
When it was safe, Cori unclenched her eyes and unplugged her ears. Belus did the same. 
Efrat raised his hands in question. “Well, did you see what you wanted to see?” he said between gasps. 
“No. Again, full power.”
Efrat rolled his eyes and shook his head in disbelief, but didn’t hesitate to do it again. When he was finished, Belus offered him the one-word command that once upon a time drove Cori insane: “Again.”
After the first few times, Efrat gave up the buildup and went straight to the blow-up. Somewhere past a dozen strikes, he collapsed to the ground, dripping with post-marathon perspiration. Belus offered him the same one-word command, but Efrat could only flip him off in response. 
“What did you just prove?” Cori whispered beside Belus. She could see his gears turning, but she couldn’t quite see the rainbow in this storm. 
“Nothing yet.” Belus shrugged and led the way over to Efrat. 
“No more.” Efrat panted. 
“Light this bulb.” Belus pulled a small candle flame bulb from his pocket and handed it to Efrat. 
The bulb lit easily. “Happy?” He let his hand drop as he coughed. The bulb still pinched between his fingers flickered and went out as he did. 
Belus nodded slightly and summoned her with a wave of two fingers. “Efrat, take Cori’s hand.”
Cori stopped mid-step, gawking between the men with wide eyes, but she didn’t object. She wouldn’t jeopardize Belus’s authority. She continued her approach a little less bravely.  
“Are you shitting me?” Efrat yelled, and the bulb in his hands lit brightly before shattering. “I could kill her.”
“Right now, I doubt that,” Belus said indifferently. Cori couldn’t help but feel insulted by his ambivalence to her potential demise, but she knew it was just an act. “But just in case, you’d better concentrate really hard,” Belus added.
“I can’t.” Efrat flicked the stem of the bulb away like a cigarette butt. 
“Yes, you can,” Cori interjected, despite being less than enthused about being the rat in this lab experiment. “I don’t have a lot of Dr. Frank’s memories left, but I do recall she hoped you might eventually gain some control over your powers.”
“Hope? Is that why she kamikaze-d the prison?”
“Efrat,” Belus said. “This process could take years. You agreed to try things my way as an alternative to amputation. If you wish to change your mind, just say so.”
Efrat’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t want to hurt her,” he hissed and stood up. 
“I’m aware of that. That’s why she’s here. I’m more than willing to be the guinea pig in this scenario, but I think you’ll try harder for her.”
Cori wasn’t sure Danato or Ethan would like the risk that Belus was putting her at—especially in her current condition—but she understood Belus’s reasoning. Efrat couldn’t control his power because it was too significant. Since it was temporarily drained, he would have a margin of control, but only if he focused. Efrat wasn’t a particularly optimistic person; if there was no motivation to try hard, he simply wouldn’t try at all. She didn’t entirely agree that she was that motivation, but there was only one way to be sure. 
Cori extended her hand to Efrat. He stared through the proffered hand, stricken by whatever thought he was stuck in. When his eyes finally rose to meet hers, he looked forlorn. “You know I can’t control it,” he said hoarsely.
“Try,” Cori said.
“You’d risk your life for me?” Efrat smiled humorlessly.
“I’ve done enough for you already. This is for Belus. He’s trying to help you. I suggest you try to help yourself as well.” 
Efrat took a step forward and extended his hand next to Cori’s. He closed his eyes and slowly pressed his fingertips to hers. 
Cori could sense the tension rippling off him. She could feel the hum of potential energy behind his touch, but he didn’t shock her. His fingers traced along the palm of her hand and up to her wrist. The delicate touch tickled, but she didn’t pull away.
Efrat’s breathing hastened, and he ripped his hand away, before a snap of static could hit her. He looked down at his trembling hands. “That was… pointless.”
Belus groaned and rubbed his forehead. “Okay, let’s start from the top. Efrat make it storm. Cori, earplugs,” he said before clamping his own ears.
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Cori impatiently jammed her finger into the elevator button for the top floor, trying to induce some speed into the contraption. For the last few months, the elevator had been getting slower and slower, and considering it had never been prompt to begin with, it was beyond irritating. Unfortunately, climbing several flights of stairs was no longer appealing to her inflated belly. 
Somehow she had gotten roped into taking Efrat back up to his cell instead of going home to put her feet up. She was certain that Belus intended it to be a declaration of trust—an attempt to get the same back from him—but it still felt like babysitting to her.
Luckily, Efrat was exhausted from his efforts to drain the bulk of his power, so he wasn’t likely to be his usual snarky self. He leaned against the back wall of the elevator and pressed his forehead against the side. 
She kept herself by the front panel, hoping to avoid all conversation, but his silence was short-lived. 
“I’ve never used that much power in such a short span,” he mumbled into the wall. “Short-Stack is very persistent, isn’t he?”
“Don’t call him that,” Cori said gravely. The irony of her defending Belus from insult did not escape her. “He’s the only one willing to help you right now. So don’t screw it up.”
“Sorry, habit.” He sounded sincere, but it might have been his waning energy. “I’m not quite sure how to approach all of this. I don’t know if I’m a prisoner, another science project, or… something else.”
“We don’t know either. Fortunately for you, Danato is too busy trying to prevent an audit to figure it out for us.”
“How is that to my benefit?” He looked up from his wall.
“Because maybe, just maybe, you can find your humanity again, and convince Danato that you don’t have to be a prisoner or a science experiment.”
“You mean he might let me go?”
Cori felt a pang of guilt for getting his hopes up for that particular privilege. “I don’t know about that, but you wouldn’t be the first prisoner to be outsourced for non-optional employment. At the very least, you might be able to earn yourself a guard position.”
“Why are you telling me this? I thought you hated me.”
She scoffed in frustration. “Because my choices in life are based on my morality, not other people’s. Just because you are a conniving bastard doesn’t mean I need to lower myself to that standard.”
“You really do hate me, don’t you?” he murmured. “I just want you to know I’m going to try to change that. I haven’t a clue how, since I’m very aware of how badly I pissed you off—”
“Pissed me off?” Cori whipped around. “You tried to cut my hands off! I was the only one on your side and you—” She stopped her castigation to hold a hand to the wrenching pain in her side. Yelling was apparently not good for the baby. Efrat took a step forward, but stopped, since he was clearly not going to be able to help her. 
“Look, don’t strain yourself to make your point. I know I fucked up on so many levels it’s hard to keep track, but what I’m trying to say is that I’m sorry.”
“And that makes it all better, does it?” she snarled in a less than mature tone.
“No, but I’ll work to earn your forgiveness.”
“Why?” 
“Because I’m hoping I’ll find that humanity I’ve been missing on the way.”
Cori frowned at his seemingly honest statement. She didn’t want to forgive him. She wanted to yell and scream and throw things at him until one of their heads exploded. Civility and a decent upbringing, however, left her with only one response. “Good luck.” 
She was more than happy to hear the sound of the elevator stop at its destination, but the loud clank preceding the abrupt rollercoaster descent was not quite as joyful to her. 
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Cori gasped at the feeling of her stomach going into her throat. The roar of metal grinding on metal screamed all around her. The flickering lights added to the horror movie feel. She wanted to scream, because she knew in mere seconds she was going to be dead, but nothing came out. 
Efrat lassoed his arm around her back and pulled her impermissibly to him. “Grab onto me!” he yelled into her ear over the noise. 
She hooked her arms around his neck while he extended his arms toward the adjacent walls. She felt the tingle of electric blue and she buried her face into his neck. 
They both lifted from the floor, held up by Efrat’s magnetism. His knees lifted beneath her, cradling her further. She could feel his heart racing and his ragged breathing from the effort. 
The noise crested with the elevator landing in the sub-basement. Efrat’s energy fluctuated, and they landed on the splintered floor of the elevator. He absorbed most of the impact, as she was essentially still in his lap.
She listened to him pant, but didn’t bother to look up at him. She wanted to cry, and she was pretty sure that it wasn’t just her hormones talking. She had not been this certain of her death since she fell off the roof. 
Some part of her was shaking—it could have been all of her. Efrat wrapped his arms around her, pressing his hands flat against her back. Since she wasn’t getting shocked, she made no attempt to stop him. 
They stayed like that for several seconds, possibly even a minute. Cori was about to collect herself and pull away from him when the elevator door ripped off with a horrific squeal that made her jump. She looked up and saw Danato, along with several guards, peering into the half-lit elevator. His eyes widened at the scene he witnessed. 
“What the hell did you do, Efrat?” he yelled, maneuvering into the trashed elevator sans cane. 
“Nothing!” Efrat’s brow knitted, and he pulled her tighter, as if Danato was another dog threatening to take his bone. 
The big man did not miss the shift, and he narrowed his eyes. “Let her go, before you fry her.” His voice was low with threat and promise, but Efrat didn’t release her.
Cori pushed herself out of his grip to keep a fight from breaking out. The movement seemed to snap him out of his canine antics, and he released her. He assisted her to rise, and he finally noticed his hands freely touching her arms. They exchanged a look, silently acknowledging contact without consequence. He released his lingering touch, and she stepped away. 
“This wasn’t me,” Efrat announced, masking his ire behind assertion.  
Danato looked to Cori for verification. 
“It wasn’t him. The elevator just started dropping. He… saved my life.” She waited for Danato to question her interpretation of the accident, but he didn’t. She wasn’t sure if it was his effort to trust her at face value, or if he just didn’t want to argue with Efrat. 
“Come here.” He opened his arms, and she tucked herself against him. “Help him and get someone to look at the elevator,” he barked at the guards. They gave him and Cori a wide berth to clear the elevator.
Danato kept Cori close to him as they weaved through the pipes and ductwork of the sub-basement. She wasn’t particularly afraid of the sub-basement, but it definitely had the feel of a haunted submarine. 
When they reached the open stairwell, Danato lifted her into his arms to carry her up the stairs. “Danato,” she objected, “I can walk.” She could see his face contort as he climbed the first step. “Where is your cane?” She looked over his shoulder. 
“I’ll be fine; you’re light as a feather.”
“Yeah, right,” she mumbled. “Danato, please, I can see you are in pain.”
“Nothing new.” He grunted. 
“I don’t want to be the reason for your pain.”
“You’re not, sweetheart. Trust me.” He gave her a squeeze and continued to carry her up the stairs.
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“What’s going on?” Ethan burst into Danato’s office. 
“Gun!” Belus and Danato yelled, and he leaped back out to stash his pistol in the bin before the repercussions took effect. Danato was on the phone griping at the maintenance staff for not having the answers he wanted. Belus was listening to Cori’s stomach with a stethoscope that he no doubt stole from the infirmary. Cori looked none the worse for wear, and was, in fact, eating… again. “My men said the elevator crashed.” 
“It did,” Cori said, crunching on Cheetos. 
“Holy crap, are you okay?” Ethan tried to embrace her around Belus and her orange hands, but all he could do was pet her hair. 
“I’m fine. Danato let me have Cheetos!” Cori grinned at him with cheesy teeth, and he couldn’t help but chuckle at her. “So worth it,” she whispered. Belus sighed and pulled away from her belly. “Are we good?”
“Yeah, your digestion is healthy, too.”
“Don’t tell me that there is no reason for it!” Danato yelled into the phone. “Elevators don’t just fall!” 
“How did you come out unscathed?” Ethan brushed Cori’s hair behind her ear. 
“Efrat,” she admitted reluctantly. “He did some magnetic mojo to keep us from splatting.”
“What the hell were you doing with Efrat?”
“Her job,” Belus said, not leaving room for questions. Ethan had a good number of them lingering in the back of his throat, but unfortunately, the debate about Belus’s authority over Cori was off limits to him.  
Ethan kissed the top of Cori’s head. She seemed fine, but he imagined she hadn’t been as calm pre-Cheetos. Ethan wasn’t sure how to feel about Efrat saving her. He still blamed him for his role in Cori’s current situation, but he was thankful he had been there to save her. 
“I don’t care if it’s working fine now! Just look at it again!” Danato hung up the phone and exchanged a troubled look with Belus. 
“Maybe she should go with him,” Belus murmured inexplicably.
Danato’s eyes widened. He looked fearful. It was a strange emotion to see on him. He had only seen it a few times, and it usually involved Cori’s safety. “No,” Danato said with sudden composure. “That shouldn’t be necessary. She shouldn’t travel in her condition. I think we’ll just make the elevators off limits for a while.”
“Go where?” Cori asked with her mouth full. 
“Ethan has been invited to join Annette in China,” Danato explained, glancing between him and Cori. “She is very interested in your ability to hear the dragon’s thoughts.”
“What?” Cori looked back at him. Judging from the shock on her face, he must have neglected to mention that little discovery. Truth be told, he had forgotten about it himself. “You can hear Penelope’s thoughts?”
“Yes, with the dragon’s blood. She likes the name, by the way.”
“Ha!” Cori pointed a finger at Belus. “Told you.” He gave her a look like he might break her finger and she retracted it immediately. “Wait.” Her face crumpled, and she looked between all of them before settling on Danato. “When is he leaving?”
“Yes,” Ethan added with a good deal more earnestness. “When am I leaving?”
Danato lifted his chin high and clenched his jaw, not letting his firmness go unchecked. “Tomorrow.” 
“How long?” he asked, as Cori jumped up to offer her objection.
“I don’t know, Ethan.” Danato managed to offer some sympathy in the statement. “That will be entirely up to Annette and her compatriots.”
“But…” Cori looked back at him, fearful of what was being said. “You’ll be back for… the baby.” She was doing her best to remain calm, but he could tell that no amount of snack food was going to fix this. “Danato?” she whimpered and looked back to him. 
“I know, sweetheart, but you have to understand that being able to communicate with dragons is unprecedented. It is not something that we can simply reschedule.”
“I can’t reschedule this either!” Cori pointed at her rounded belly. “And it’s pretty unprecedented for me,” she muttered, starting to cry.  
Ethan gritted his teeth and pulled her into his arms. She already knew how this conversation was going to go. He did too. Danato would offer a list of reasons to comply, including income for the prison, building allies, and overall sucking up. Unfortunately, especially right now, they needed to take any opportunity they could to suck up.
Danato mouthed, “I’m sorry,” at him. He looked excessively disgusted with himself as well, but Ethan couldn’t find it in his heart to forgive him just yet. 
“Cori and I are taking the rest of the day off.” Ethan gave both of them a look, daring them to challenge him, but they didn’t. He took Cori by the hand and led her home for a good and proper sendoff. 
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Danato sighed and rubbed his face after Ethan and Cori were gone. “That went about as well as I expected.” 
“It could have been worse,” Belus said. 
“Someday, Belus, I want to go back to being the hero instead of the bad guy.”
Belus shook his head. “You can’t blame yourself, blame the job.”
“It’s hard when your job is to break hearts.”
“Men have missed childbirths before. It doesn’t make them less of a father.”
Danato nodded. For a change, he was appreciating Belus’s diplomatic appraisal of his duties. However, judging by the way he was avoiding eye contact with him, that was about to change.
“Have you taken into consideration that the elevator wasn’t an accident?” Belus asked. 
“Why do you think I’m being so insistent that they check again?” Danato met Belus’s gaze, and for a moment, they were at a standstill. “She wouldn’t do that.”
“I’m not saying she would, but it might. Cori is pregnant. You are a good deal happier. Jealousy is the universal motivator for murder.”
Danato was up before he could stop himself. He wasn’t angry, but he wanted to get away from the conversation. His leg erupted in teeth-clenching pain. “Damn it!” He leaned on the desk, shaking from the ache that he could never get away from. 
“Danato,” Belus said quietly. It wasn’t a question, or a scold, simply a plea. There was little that he could do to help, but he still wanted to try. 
“There’s nothing more to do, Belus. I promise. I would try if there was.”
“When do you want to schedule the surgery?” he asked, giving up the fight to keep him from amputating his leg. 
“After Cori has the baby,” Danato whispered. He felt his eyes watering, but he no longer cared what judgment was passed on him regarding his representation of manliness. “I’d like to hold my adoptive grandchild before I’m crippled. Ethan’s ready to take over my duties. He has been for quite some time.” Danato felt a tear dribble down his cheek. “I’m sorry, Belus.”
“For what?” His face was somber, but he could sense the sorrow hiding behind his impassive eyes. 
“For everything.” Danato shook his head, unable to contain the emotion that had built up for seven years. “I never apologized for everything I put you through. It was all my fault, and I regret that I wasn’t strong enough to finish it myself.”
Belus looked away, his eyes no longer pokerfaced. There was anger there, but when he looked back, it was gone. “I would never have let you do that yourself. No man should have to do that.” 
Danato nodded. He wasn’t about to argue with him, but deep down inside, he always wondered how much Belus resented him for imposing on him to kill his best friend.
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Ethan led Cori into the house and removed her coat to hang it up. She wasn’t speaking to him, nor was she yelling. He didn’t like that. He would have much preferred she be impassioned with anger, rather than crying quietly beside him. It told him she was truly pained by this decision and there was nothing he could do to make her feel better about it. 
He had only just been told that he was leaving, so he didn’t have time to make preparations for her beyond instilling his unconditional love for her. 
He guided her by the hand upstairs to their apartment. The small studio-style apartment had a set of parlor doors separating the living space from the bedroom, and the bathroom had finally grown to accommodate two people getting ready in the morning instead of one. 
The house had yet to offer them a nursery, which he thought was strange, but he imagined the house didn’t readily understand pregnancy as compared to an actual baby. 
Cori immediately went into the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed to sulk. She wiped away a few tears while he unloaded his weapons belt and slipped off his black t-shirt, leaving his chest bare. He slipped off his boots and socks. Before he could get his pants off, Cori decided to speak.
“Making love to me isn’t going to make me feel any better about this,” she grumbled. 
“Oh?” he queried seductively. She looked up at him through pained eyes. Her pout was enough to make him want to send a “bugger off” letter to Annette and her dragons. “Who says I’m going to make love to you?”
He was going for playful, but she just looked back down at her feet without a hint of amusement. He moved to the end of the bed and kneeled down before her. He helped her slip off her tennis shoes. Her boots had become too uncomfortable with the swelling in her limbs. She was plumper in more ways than one—none of which he objected to, since it was resulting in the creation of a child. His child.
He massaged her calves, and despite herself, she closed her eyes and moaned in enjoyment. He smiled when she peeked open to glare at him. “I know what you’re doing, and I’m telling you I’m not going to crack.”
“That’s fine. I can wait until you do. I’m patient.” His smile turned into a smirk, and he saw her gulp under his gaze. 
“Do you think they’ll really keep you there all month?”
“I don’t know any more than you, Cori. I’m trying to think positive.”
“I know, but… I just don’t want to be alone for this.”
“You won’t be. Best medical staff in the hemisphere, an overbearing father figure, and a surprisingly clingy uncle.”
“Clingy?” Cori’s brow furrowed. 
Ethan chuckled. “I just mean you will be taken care of.”
“But I want you here.” Her lips pursed in an adorable sour face that didn’t draw his sympathy as much as something else. 
“I know, sweetness, but whether or not I am, you are still going to be brave and strong.” She shook her head, ready to say that she couldn’t. He pressed his hand to her cheek to stop the movement and draw her attention. “Yes. You are,” he stated in no uncertain terms. 
“Please don’t leave.”
“Please don’t make me feel guilty for following Danato’s orders.”
Her eyes lit with understanding, and fell again, meeting the defeat she wasn’t quite ready to embrace. She nodded. “Okay.”
“Now, Ms. Reiger—or was it Mrs. Pierce?—what are we going to name this baby?”
She smiled broadly, finally coming back to him. “Reiger-Pierce, I think. I thought we were going to make love,” she complained. 
“You said that, not me,” he chided her, but held his lascivious smirk. “As I recall, you objected to the idea, anyway.”
She stood and walked away. “Fine.”
He grabbed her quickly and carefully. She squealed as he tripped her back into his arms. Her heart was beating fast from the scare, but her eyes weren’t fearful of him. She wanted him. It made him grin all the more. He loved bringing her desires alive. It was one of his favorite pastimes.
Since she’d had her experience with the genie, she had been far more receptive to his playful side. He was curious about what had happened to her to make his aggressive play more palatable, but he wasn’t about to ask. He just wanted to enjoy it.
He lay her down on their bed and slipped in beside her to admire and caress the bulging mass that appealed to his primal instincts. She, of course, considered the changes to her body to be hideous, but he found the entire process mesmerizing. He hated to miss any part of it, but if he had to, he was going to make sure she was taken care of. 
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Cori yowled in frustration at the truck distancing itself from the main dock. The cold air whipped through her hair violently as the outer door slipped shut. “Why am I always on this dock saying goodbye to him?” 
Belus glanced up at her, but didn’t offer an explanation. There either was none, or she should have known it already. 
“Give me one good reason that I shouldn’t hate all of you right now!” She stared him down point blank, but he didn’t flounder under her gaze. In the end, it was she who winced and looked away. “Why can’t you humor me, Belus?” she grumbled as she headed off the dock.
“I am amused by you, does that count?” Belus said, following her. 
She sighed as she entered the hallway. “I guess it will do. Where is Danato? I’m surprised he didn’t come see Ethan off.”
“He is taking the morning off to rest his leg,” Belus said casually, like it was an everyday occurrence. 
“I don’t think Danato has taken a minute off since the day I arrived. Is he really in that much pain?” Belus nodded. “Can’t the doctors do something?”
He paused before answering. “They will. Come on, time to see Cleos again.” Belus passed her up when they reached the main foyer.
“Great, the cherry on my week.” Cori followed Belus to Danato’s office, where Cleos was waiting in his hooded robe. He always looked worldly and benevolent in his robe. It made Cori smile, since she knew Cleos was anything but benevolent.
“What are you doing here?” Cleos eyed Belus with disdain. 
“Monitoring your services. What do you think?” Belus said with a snarl, but Cori thought she detected a little amusement in his tone. “Cori, take a seat. Let’s get this over with.”
Cori sat down in the chair next to Cleos and reached her hand out to him. He looked over her proffered hand carefully. “And the other?” He nodded to her other hand. She rolled her eyes and held up her other hand for him to inspect. Even though she hadn’t worn her rings since Belus took them away six months ago, he still insisted on checking her. 
“Are you really that afraid of me reading you?” she asked.
“We’ve been over this. You have no understanding of the barriers that shouldn’t be crossed in the mind. Your amateur explorations are an invasion.” Belus snorted, and Cleos offered him a fiery glower. “Something funny, Belus?”
“The pomposity of that statement; like rules for a cat burglar.”
“Indeed,” Cleos agreed, though Belus was making a joke. He turned his look to Cori. “Just remember, it’s my services that are required here. If you take issue with my rules, then you can take your request to another psychic, though I doubt you will find any like me.” His eyes sparkled with amusement.
Cori offered her hand again, but Cleos reached for her face instead. She tried to pull away, but his grip unleashed a flood of memories. He was searching for the erroneous ones—the memories of Dr. Frank that didn’t belong in her head.
He had been removing them slowly, so he didn’t harm her, though she suspected he was enjoying getting a break from his prison cell as well. So far, with each treatment, she was feeling more like herself again, but Cleos was also concerned about the vacancy in her brain scan. He hadn’t provided an explanation for it, but again, he was taking his time. 
His mind latched onto her with such force, she could only describe it as painful. Whatever he was doing, he wasn’t being gentle about it. Then it all stopped. She opened her eyes to see what had changed, but she didn’t see Cleos. She saw herself. The mirror image—that wasn’t a mirror—opened her eyes, and the connection broke like the whiplash of a rubber band. 
Cori flew back, grasping at her body and cradling her stomach. She was panting heavily, and ready to run, but she was okay otherwise. Cleos, on the other hand, looked livid. He was on his feet, towering over her with teeth bared. 
“You!” he seethed. “You are an endless reign of bad luck!” 
Cori wasn’t particularly mad about him yelling at her, but what she was mad about was the last six months of passive-aggressive attacks on her, and his refusal to offer her any leniency for ignorance. She stood so suddenly that Cleos drew back. 
“What the hell do you want from me?” she yelled.
Belus stood up to break them apart. It wasn’t their first argument, but it was the first time they were head-to-head preparing for blows. 
“I want you out of my mind!” Cleos yelled back.
“I’m not in your mind! I can’t undo what I’ve done! Why can’t you just let this go? I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” Cori panted and took a step back. She felt Belus pressing his hand against her back. Consoling her? Pushing her forward?
“Stupid, stupid girl!” Cleos groused.
“Go to hell!” she screamed so loud her throat hurt. “Get off me!” She shoved against Belus’s hand, but he pressed back, keeping her trapped between him, the desk, the chair, and Cleos.
“Are you finished or not?” Belus asked him.  
“I’ve gotten all of Dr. Frank’s personal memories out, but I can’t fix the vacancy,” Cleos answered Belus with a good deal more respect than he had offered her. 
“Why not?” Belus didn’t hide his distrust in his conclusion.
“Because she did it to herself.” 
“What?” Cori balked. “I didn’t—”
“What did she do herself?” Belus interrupted. 
“She put her unconscious mind in mine.” 
“What does that mean for her?” Belus asked before Cori could formulate a question.
“It means her mind is vulnerable to being encroached upon.”
“How vulnerable?” Belus asked, drawing her back behind him by the arm, since she would no longer be helpful to this conversation. 
Cleos rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “The vacancy in her brain is like a flood plain. Any extraneous memories that aren’t readily absorbed will pool there. That’s why she was getting confused between herself and Dr. Frank. She couldn’t distinguish.” Cleos glared at her like that was somehow something she should have read in the handbook that came with her brain.
“So she should avoid absorbing any more memories?”
“To say the least; I would also advise that she doesn’t use her rings on any more psychics.” Cori felt uncomfortable under Cleos’s scrutiny, but all she could do was cross her arms and pretend that it didn’t hurt like hell.
“Can we undo this?” Belus glanced back at her, probably checking if she had run out of the room. 
“No, the only one who can undo it is her, and she is far too underqualified to do such an extraction.”
“You can’t do it?” Cori asked.
“Since I would be the one that requires the extraction, no. And just so we are all perfectly clear, you will never be allowed back in my brain, certainly not to do anything as complex as removing your own subconscious.”
Cori shook her head. She didn’t really understand what he was saying, but she didn’t dare fertilize his condescension. 
“What about long-term effects?” Belus asked, indifferent to Cori’s heart being ripped out right before his eyes. 
“I don’t know. I imagine, with Cori’s luck, we’ll be in for a few surprises.” His lips curled in a smirk that faded as soon as he looked at her. She closed her eyes and tipped her head back so the tears that she couldn’t hold back trailed down her temples instead of her cheeks. 
“What about you?” Belus mumbled as if he didn’t really care about the answer, but felt obligated to ask. “What effect will this have on you?”
Cori looked back to see his answer, and she found his eyes boring into her. “Let’s just say it’s a good thing I’m such a nice guy.”
“Nice?” Cori scoffed.
“Yes.” Cleos pulled back the chair to get around Belus. She backed herself into the wall. He put one hand up on the wall behind her. “I have part of you in my mind, Cori. Do you have any idea how easy it would be to puppeteer you with it? I could ruin you.”  
Cori shook her head. It was too much. She shrank down the wall to the floor in tears. “Please, stop. Please, just stop.” She buried her face in her hands since she couldn’t reach her knees anymore. “I hate you. I hate you so much.”
“Enough, Cleos,” Belus threatened, too little too late. 
“Yes, it is,” he said, his voice reeking with the pride at breaking her. 
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