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

      

        

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

        Enthrallers: Able to control other people’s emotions through pheromone-like calling scents.
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        Ladon and AnnaBelinda, along with their dragons, form two human-dragon dyads. Both Ladon and AnnaBelinda are former Roman military commanders, and they are often known by their respective Roman honorifics, the Dracos and the Dracas. As brother and sister, they know each other as Brother and Sister, and as Brother-Dragon and Sister-Dragon.
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      I can’t shake the feeling I’ve done the apocalypse before. The smoke, the fires, the screams? They were familiar. The car crashes, the crazy guys with guns? I’d seen that, too. The lost little girl holding the remains of a stuffed lion while she cried at the side of the road? We drove on by.

      It wasn’t the lingering touch of Alternate-me, the crazy, terrible version of Del Parrish who for some stupid, cowardly reason decided that befriending a flesh-eating Burner was the way to survive the fall of civilization.

      Because that happened, out there, somewhere in the curlicues of time and space. A version of me became the bestie of a demon named Ismene, and together we terrorized humans and hellhounds alike.

      My sword told me. I listened, because everyone needs to listen to their own cautionary tales, but the blade’s whispers were memory-stories. The feelings I couldn’t shake? They were something different.

      My college-dropout brain understood that Alt-me was on a curlicue of the great fractal of time and space, and that I’m on another, adjacent, almost-identical twisty bit of space-time. They’re the same, the curlicues, because that’s how fractals work. But they’re also different. Alt-me came from a future produced by a different version of right now. A version that, from what I could pick up from the Midnight Blade, suffered an end of the world much worse than it believed would happen here.

      My sword was more hopeful than me.

      And I knew this. I, the woman who worked as an aide at a retirement warehouse for oldsters called Paradise Homes, understood what the blisters called Incursions really were. I understood that out there, in my right-now with its abandoned children and ruined cities, were people whose entire reason for living was to stop these cycles.

      People, and dragons.

      Men, women, and monsters who wanted to get us off these crazy curlicues. Men, women, and monsters who, when left to their own devices, might just be as bad for humanity as the end of the world.

      Sometimes we don’t get the heroes we need. Sometimes we get the heroes we deserve.

      My sword thought that this time, I was a hero.

      I knew this, too. God, somehow I knew. And all I wanted to do was cry.
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      Mrs. Karanova sat in the mini-bus’s front seat, where I could keep an eye on her as I drove. She settled her hands on her hand-crocheted lap throw after smoothing her old-lady bun, and looked out at the burning world around us. Nax had stashed her wheelchair between two back seats, so neither of us would need to carry her once we reached my parents’ home, but I did dread getting her off the bus without Nax’s linebacker arms to help.

      He rolled around on the bus’s back bench and moaned a lot. Burns do that to a person, no matter how powerful a Shifter the person might be. And it seemed Nax was what people who understand the complexities of super-beings called “powerful.”

      Mrs. K sat quietly and listened to the ghost of Maria Romanova. Every so often she’d speak up and relay information from the Russian Grand Duchess, who I was pretty sure wasn’t really a ghost.

      Maria Romanova must have gotten sucked into an Incursion blister just like the one we’d closed at Paradise Homes. Sucked in, abandoned, and now cursed to live inside the membrane between curlicues.

      I hadn’t said anything yet to Mrs. K about my theory. I needed to concentrate on making our way through the pitch-black streets of Aurora.

      The radio said Tokyo and Osaka had been attacked first, then Seoul. Reports also said more than fifty major cities across China, Southeast Asia, and into India had already been bombed from space. Cairo had been turned into a crater about half an hour ago.

      The invaders were moving west across Asia and into Europe, dropping targeted, ballistic rods or spears or mega-bullets onto every major human habitation they could see from up there, inside their candy-colored magic bubble of death.

      I drove. Mrs. K chatted with Maria, Nax groaned on the back bench seat, and I did my best to navigate us through the pile-ups and the shrill screams of desperation.

      The highways were jammed. Everyone was trying to get out of the Denver orbit before the invaders reappeared over North America. The authorities said to shelter in place. They’d turned off all the power to make us less visible from space, but people fled anyway.

      Right now every major road in the United States was probably lit up with headlights, like the national connective tissue it was.

      I’d tried calling my mom. I’d tried both of my little brothers, and my stepdad. No one answered. Was it because service was down? Had something happened to my family? I had no idea.

      So I took the wounded Emperor of Glamours and the Russian Ghost Whisperer into Aurora, with the hopes that even though my Midnight Blade wanted me to “run from the angels,” I’d at least be able to run knowing that my family was safe.

      “The blade is called Stab, darling,” Mrs. K said.

      I maneuvered us around a burning eighteen-wheeler on the dark side road I’d taken to get into my parents’ neighborhood.

      “What?” I asked. Mrs. K liked to speak up when I most needed to pay attention to my driving.

      “Your sword,” she said. “Maria says this one is likely Stab. She says the other Maria told her that Poke had other duties.”

      I wasn’t surprised that its buddy had “other duties.” My sword wasn’t so much an object as it was an… antenna? Maybe it was a magical internet connection that was beaming Worldwide Wibbly-wobbly Timey-wimey Web into my brain.

      Whatever the blade was, it could cut through anything, which was why it stayed in the mechanical fingers of its scabbard housing. The whole apparatus was currently tucked safely between the seat and the side of the bus.

      “The sword’s name is Stab?” I asked.

      “Yes, dear,” Mrs. K said.

      She’d said something back at Paradise Homes about there being more than one Midnight Blade. “There’s another one named Poke?” Poke and Stab, huh? How ridiculous. Next she was going to tell me that there were other blades named George and Ringo. At least they’d be knightly.

      Mrs. K muttered something in Russian.

      “What?” I asked again.

      “Not every blade needs to be called Killer of Enemies or Slicer of Evil.”

      I shook my head. At least “Stab” was succinct and literally to the point. “So there’s more? Does Maria know where they are?”

      Mrs. K frowned. “She says to get her ring first.”

      Ah, yes, the Tsar’s ring. Mrs. K hadn’t given me any real info about how to find this ring beyond “the Fates have it,” which, honestly, could mean anything. What Fates? Where were they? Would they give up the ring or would we be in the middle of another hellish battle like the one with Ismene the Burner Demon? We’d barely survived.

      In the back, Nax once again groaned.

      Mrs. K looked over her shoulder. “The dear Emperor is in bad shape,” she said.

      Nax, a big bruiser of a guy who had been hiding out in Paradise Homes pretending to be a little old man, had gotten himself burned pretty badly by Ismene.

      At least none of us had been bitten by a hellhound. Who knew if they were venomous too? They certainly flashed and shimmered like something that would be venomous in a giant, weird-ass, glowing-naked-bear or wolf or bear-wolf kind of way.

      I took us over a bump, and in the back Nax jostled a little. Another loud moan followed.

      “Nax?” I called. He’d been responsive when we left Paradise Homes.

      Mrs. K looked over her shoulder again. “Emperor!” she yelled in her surprisingly loud old-lady voice.

      She’d taken to calling him “Emperor” now that we’d left Paradise Homes. Not once since he flopped onto the back bench had she called him Nax.

      I was beginning to think that the whole Emperor thing was as literal and to-the-point as my blade named Stab. I had no idea what kind of emperor he used to be. He wouldn’t say. And my limited grasp of history wasn’t connecting “Nax” with the name of any famous leader.

      Which was probably for the best. The last thing I needed was a world-history-sized ego in the back of my bus.

      “Leave me be,” he groaned.

      So he wasn’t unconscious. “We’re almost to my parents’ house,” I said.

      He didn’t respond.

      “I could take you into Emergency.”

      “No. I will heal. Leave the doctors to deal with the less fortunate.” He waved his hand as if dismissing serfs.

      Mrs. K scoffed.

      How imperial of him to dismiss his pain for the benefit of his subjects. “You’re burned,” I said.

      The curve of the overhead mirror did nothing to hide the pain on his face.

      Nax sat up. He inhaled deeply, though it looked as if it took considerable effort, and slowly walked toward the front of the bus.

      I slowed the bus and turned into my parents’ neighborhood. Like everywhere else on Earth, the power had been cut, and only the moon lit the yards and driveways. The streets were empty, but a candle blazed behind a window here, and another there.

      Maybe half the households had actually sheltered in place. Were they safer than those out on the interstates? Maybe. Maybe not.

      A lot of hellhounds had come through with Ismene. If Maria’s estimates were correct, at least a thousand monstrous beasts now ran the dark places between trees and homes in Aurora, Colorado.

      Nax sat next to Mrs. K. “Irena,” he said. “Please extend my greeting to the Grand Duchess.”

      Mrs. K patted his knee below the burn wound. “She says you need a healer.”

      Nax snorted. “Healers are few and far between.” He closed his eyes. “They are precious, and must be protected.”

      He spoke as if “healers” were another class of magical people.

      Mrs. K waved her hand. “Shifters come in three flavors,” she said. “Morphers, enthrallers like our dear Emperor here, and healers.”

      So healers really were another class of magic types. “Anyone else I need to know about? Vampires? Werewolves?”

      “No bloodsuckers,” Nax said. “Every century or so some idiot morpher gets it into his head that he’s going to shift himself into a wolf. It never ends well.”

      Mrs. K scrunched up her mouth and nodded her agreement. “There are Shifters among the Romanovs.”

      I glanced at the mirror. Nax was slumped in the seat in a way that suggested he carried more weight than just the pain of his injuries.

      “I’m not an enthraller,” he said.

      Mrs. K’s lips thinned. “Then what are you?” she asked.

      Nax rubbed his face. “It’s been centuries since I told anyone the truth.”

      I took a right onto another dark, deserted street. “The world just ended. Perhaps you could wipe that slate clean and start with us,” I said.

      He stared out the front window at the stillness and the dark houses. “I have a son,” he said.

      Mrs. K watched him expectantly. I watched the road.

      “He’s twelve. I haven’t seen him in four years.” He exhaled sharply. “I was trying to protect him. I did a poor job of it.”

      Mrs. K nodded as if she knew more than she let on.

      “The entire time we were fighting the hellhounds, all I could think about was that I should be in Wisconsin with him and his mother making sure they get through this.”

      His entire body twitched, enough that I could see it in the mirror. “She’s a Fate. She’ll get him to safety.” He said it more as if he voiced a wish than as if he believed his own words. “In some ways, it’s best I was a coward. It’s best I ran away. They now have good people protecting them.”

      Mrs. K patted his knee again. “Maria’s family has been watching over him.”

      Nax sniffed. “Someday, I will apologize.” He looked up at the ceiling. “To Maria’s family. To my son. To his mother.”

      He must have done something bad. My back tightened. He’d been helpful with me. He’d taken burns protecting me. But that didn’t mean he was always selfless.

      Or good.

      Nax continued to stare at the road in front of us. “My name is Publius Helvius Pertinax Augustus,” he said. “I was Emperor of Rome after Commodus. I lasted three months.” He rubbed his face again. “Historically, the Praetorian Guard killed me in the courtyard of my villa. That’s not what happened.” He groaned again. “Obviously.”

      My body tightened up even more, as if a hellhound had just jumped in front of the bus. I slammed on the brakes.

      I had a Roman Emperor in the mini-bus. An actual emperor from the Roman Empire. The ancient, long-gone, fallen-millennia-ago, Roman fucking Empire.

      “You’re immortal?” I pretty much screeched the question.

      He closed his eyes again. “Those of us closer in lineage to our Progenitors tend to be longer-lived.”

      “Progenitors?” I yelled. “Is that some special Roman god-term?”

      He didn’t laugh. He didn’t chuckle or frown. He just looked way paler than he should.

      “All lines must start somewhere,” Mrs. K said. “His starts with the Mother of All Shifters, correct?”

      He nodded.

      “How close to her are you?” Mrs. K asked.

      He kept his eyes closed. “I’m her son.”

      “Are you a First?” Mrs. K asked. She understood what all this meant, even if I didn’t.

      Nax shook his head. “First? No. I couldn’t even do that right. None of my descendants carry my gift, the way the descendants of the true Firsts do.” He shrugged. “My brothers gave the world morphers, enthrallers, and healers. I’m just another Shifter with a variant ability.”

      Then linebacker-sized Nax, a man who said he was a Roman emperor and the son of someone who I could only guess was extra-magical in this timey-wimey twisty end-of-the-world, a man who most likely was the immortal he claimed to be, puked all over the bus’s floor.
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