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Chapter 1

As much as I’d enjoyed our misadventures in Oregon, I had to admit it was good to be back.

I let out a relieved sigh as I unlocked the door to our apartment and flopped onto the couch, and I was grateful for the familiarity of a space that was actually mine and not just rented for the week.

“I know our jobs kind of involve traveling a lot, but I’d love it if we could figure out a way to do them that doesn’t involve living in motels half the time,” Carmen said as she sank into the armchair next to the couch. She threw her legs over one arm and let her feet dangle, and she almost tripped up Kegan.

“Have to agree with you there,” the tall blond said as he let his backpack slide to the floor. It fell with a much louder and more metallic ‘thump’ than an ordinary backpack would, because it was mostly filled with weapons. “Those beds were… not super comfortable.”

“I’d have to agree with you, too,” Kylah admitted, and as she walked in and sat down next to me, she rolled her neck, and it clicked loudly.

“I don’t know what you lot are complaining about, I slept fine,” Asami said as she sat down on my other side. “Well, except for that night I slept on the floor.”

After having spent several years in the military, including a whole year on tour, I wasn’t really one to complain about a bed so long as I actually had a bed to sleep in. But I had to admit, the motel hadn’t been the most comfortable, even if the company was beyond reproach.

The last few days had been pretty weird, and not just because we’d spent those days hunting down a chimera, a creature that, by all rights, wasn’t supposed to exist. According to Asami-- who’d been the best researcher in the Order of the Eye, until she’d decided to start freelancing with the rest of us-- a chimera was almost impossible to create and even more impossible to keep alive for longer than a few days. But the one we’d killed had been alive for several months while it terrorized the people of Eugene, Oregon until we’d put a stop to it.

Yet, that was only the second strangest thing to happen to me. Shortly after we’d killed the damn thing, Kylah, my girlfriend, had admitted she was also in love with Asami, her best friend. Asami confessed the same, as well as the fact that she’d been crushing pretty hard on me, too. It made me feel a lot better about the fact that, while I knew I loved Kylah, I’d definitely been falling for Asami, too, so the three of us decided to give the whole polyamory thing a try.

Carmen, when I’d told her at breakfast the morning after, only said she was surprised it had taken us this long to sort it out, because she’d been watching the three of us make moon eyes at one another for weeks. Though she’d stopped sounding so cocky when I’d said the same thing right back about her and Kegan, Kylah’s twin brother and now Carmen’s boyfriend.

I couldn’t really judge Kegan for dating my sister, considering I was dating his, and as far as guys went, Carmen could do a lot worse. Plus, I knew I could trust her to kick him to the curb if he tried anything, but I was confident he wouldn’t.

Once you fight for your life alongside someone, you tend to get a good sense of the kind of person they are.

“That was one of my less comfortable nights,” I said with a nod to Asami. “And I’m always glad to be back in my own space, but the beds weren’t too bad. You guys are all just soft.”

“Soft and proud of it,” Carmen drawled from her chair.

“And you certainly weren’t complaining about it at the motel,” Kylah added in a low enough voice that only Asami and I heard her.

“Okay, you got me there.” I grinned and kissed her cheek.

Then I managed to find the energy and motivation to stand up from the couch and headed over to my room. Of course, everything was as I’d left it, which was to say it was a little messy. I liked that it was a little messy, though, because after so many years of having to be ruthlessly, unwaveringly tidy, the fact I could be untidy and no one would give a shit was an unusual but deeply appreciated freedom. I felt more like I was in control of my own space, my own life.

And really, that was all I’d ever wanted.

I reckoned all kids had a certain feeling of lacking control, but Carmen and I had it worse than others. After our parents were killed in a house fire, we’d been shoved into the foster system and bounced from house to house until finally we’d arrived with Theo and Maria and their litany of other foster children.

It never really felt like home there, and even though Theo and Maria were lovely people, both my sister and I had, in our own ways, been desperate to get out. I’d done that by signing up to join the military the moment I turned eighteen. Carmen had done it by working a part-time job since she’d been fifteen, and she’d saved every penny to move out and into a place of her own.

In retrospect, Carmen’s method to regain a sense of control was the better one, because I’d eventually found out the Army-- shockingly-- was not a place where ‘freedom’ counted for very much. You were told how to dress, when to sleep, where to be. Every second of your existence was dictated by someone else. I’d liked the routine, and I’d befriended many of my fellow soldiers, but I didn’t regret leaving.

Now, however, Carmen and I had complete control over our own lives. We hunted monsters for a living, the kinds of creatures that were only supposed to exist in young adult fantasy books or horror movies or cautionary folktales. Kylah and Kegan were half-faeries, and Carmen, Asami, and I possessed the second sight, which meant we were part of the small proportion of humans who could see and do magic.

We had no intention of hunting any monsters tonight, though. After the chimera thing in Oregon, we’d all earned a little break. Our plan was to head to a local supernatural bar, grab a few drinks, and maybe, just maybe, have a look at the bulletin board, on which all the flyers for open hunting jobs were tacked.

The Order of the Eye didn’t really care about everyday supernaturals, so long as the veil that hid magic from humanity remained intact, so a lot of grievances went unheard. The system in place was full of shitty bureaucracy bordering on negligence, but it paid very well and meant Carmen and I could stick it to the shitty bureaucrats by helping people who needed it.

“I know that look on your face,” Kylah said to me as she walked into the room and slid her arms around my waist. “That’s your ‘righteous indignation’ face.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I chuckled and looped an arm around her shoulders. “This is just my face.”

“No, she’s right,” Asami said, and she, too, walked into the room and rested her head against my shoulder.

My other arm came up automatically, and not for the first time I was taken aback by how right this all felt, how right the three of us felt, together.

“You get this furrow in your brow that’s all ‘there are systemic problems that must be rectified, and I will be the one to do it’, y’know?” the dark-haired researcher continued. Then she raised a hand and laced her fingers with the hand I’d slung across her shoulders.

“That’s exactly it,” Kylah agreed with a laugh.

“Is this what it’s going to be like from now on?” I asked in mock-indignation. “The two of you ganging up to tease me?”

“Only because you look so cute when we make you blush,” the blonde woman assured me, and she kissed my cheek.

“It’s sweet you care so much.” Asami smiled, and she ducked her head to kiss my hand. I was almost a foot taller than her, so she couldn’t kiss me unless I bent down a little. “And that you’re so committed to making things better.”

“I could say the same about the two of you,” I murmured. “I mean… you both gave up the security of the Sanctuary for this. That’s a big sacrifice.”

“And I would do it again in a heartbeat,” Kylah said firmly.

“I was never going to stay in the Sanctuary forever,” Asami added. “I was only there for as long as I was because of Kylah.”

As fun as it was to make the two women blush, it was also extremely fun to watch them make each other blush, and Kylah blushed now. Her fair skin turned almost scarlet, and Asami and I both laughed. Then I pulled the blonde sideways so she was between the pair of us, and we each kissed her flushed cheeks.

“You underestimate just how much we adore you,” Asami told the blonde woman.

“You really do,” I agreed, and I nuzzled the crook of Kylah’s neck. “Maybe we should take a minute to remind you.”

“That sounds like fun,” Asami agreed in an almost-purring voice, but the moment was cut short by the sound of someone clearing their throat from behind us, and when I turned to see who it was, I saw Carmen there looking vaguely disgusted.

“If you’re going to do that, could you at least shut the door?” she asked in a rather whiny tone, but to be fair, I didn’t think I would’ve liked to see her and Kegan getting ‘lovey-dovey’ much better. “And just so you know, I’m not waiting for you three to finish getting your freak on before we head out to the bar. You can meet Kegan and me there later.”

“Alright, we get it, Monkey, you hate seeing your brother in a committed, loving relationship,” I said with an exaggerated groan, and what little genuine annoyance had been in my sister’s expression melted away into mischief.

“No, I just don’t like seeing the ‘committed, loving relationship’ right in front of my own two eyes,” she said. “Though this does solve our two-bedroom problem.”

I realized she was right, and for a moment I was stunned I hadn’t figured that out earlier. Since Kegan and my sister finally confronted their latent feelings, and Kylah and I had done the same with Asami, the fact that our apartment was only a two-bedroom was no longer an issue.

I still wouldn’t have been opposed to moving. If nothing else, it was still an apartment only really meant for two people, not five, and it was still a space we rented, rather than owned.

It had been a long time since Carmen and I had a space that was ours. A place where no one could tell us to leave.

Plus, my double bed was probably going to be a little bit cramped for three people. Not that I minded being close to Kylah and Asami in the slightest, but there was a significant risk of someone rolling or falling off the bed in their sleep.

“Hooray for us, then,” I said with a grin.

“Modern problems require modern solutions,” Carmen said in a tone that suggested she was imparting great wisdom.

I extricated myself from Kylah and Asami and gave my sister a playful shove as I moved past her.

“Asshole!” she laughed, and she shoved me right back.

Having had as much training as I did, there was no way she could make me stumble, even if she was pretty strong, but I pretended to stagger just to humor her. We both knew it was pretend, but Carmen’s pleased smile was one hundred percent genuine.

“For the record, I second the ‘please close the door’ sentiment,” Kegan remarked as he flashed a grin at his own twin sister, and Kylah twirled a lock of blonde hair around her finger as she smiled cheekily back at him.

“Practice what you preach, brother mine,” she said, and she gave a pointed glance to Carmen.

Kegan, with his skin being as pale as Kylah’s, blushed prominently, and I laughed.

“Come on,” I said to him and slung an arm around his neck. “Let’s go get a drink before they tease us into oblivion.”

“It’s no use, the battle is futile,” Kegan sighed as he fought back a smirk. “We’re outnumbered, Leo. We should just accept our fate.”

“Never!” I cried out indignantly. “We shall never surrender! Death before dishonor!”

“God, you’re such a dork,” Carmen snickered, and she shoved me again, this time toward the front door. “But alcohol does sound like a good idea, and we just got a big fat payday. I think we should celebrate.”

“You read my mind, Monkey,” I said as I looped my other arm around my sister’s neck, and she, Kegan, and I marched down the hallway to the elevator while linked together.

When the elevator doors slid open, Carmen, Kegan, and I came face to face with Ms. Beaufort, our neighbor who lived on the sixth floor. She was a sweet, slightly-too-nosy woman of certain years who had a tendency to make less-than-politically-correct comments. It probably had something to do with the fact my sister and I were the only non-white people living in the building.

“Carmen, Leo,” she said when she saw us, and her wrinkled face broke into a smile. “I haven’t seen you two around lately. How are you both? Oh! And who are your friends?”

She peered first at Kegan, who did admittedly cut a pretty intimidating figure, since he was even taller than I was, then at Kylah and Asami, who’d been watching our three-strong stride to the elevator from several paces back. Both of them waved politely as Ms. Beaufort.

“This is Kegan, Kylah, and Asami,” my sister said, and she gestured to each of them in turn. “They’re, uh, staying with us for a while.”

Ms. Beaufort’s painted lips pursed a little at that.

“Carmen, dear,” she said after a moment, and I saw my sister’s shoulder’s slump a little, because we both knew that whenever Ms. Beaufort tacked ‘dear’ onto a name, it was going to precede a disapproving remark. “I do hope you’re not exceeding the maximum occupancy limit of your apartment.”

Ms. Beaufort was a proud member of the building’s tenant association, and she took her job very seriously.

“Oh, no!” Carmen laughed a little too loudly. “Not at all! It’s just for a few days.”

“Good,” Ms. Beaufort said with a curt nod. “Because you know you’re not allowed to have guests for longer than two weeks at a time.”

“Don’t worry, I know,” Carmen said, and she flashed the elderly woman a winning smile.

When she wanted to, my sister could turn on the charm. She just didn’t often want to.

“In that case, I think it’s sweet the two of you are helping out your friends,” Ms. Beaufort said. The elevator doors began to slide closed then, because no one had moved, and even though I and probably Carmen, had every intention of letting them close and taking the next elevator, one that would hopefully be empty, Ms. Beaufort shot out a hand to catch the doors.

“Come on, now,” she said, and she shuffled to the side to make room for us. “In you all get. My, aren’t you a strapping lad?”

She said this last bit to Kegan, who unfortunately ended up right next to her in the cramped elevator. The six of us rode down in silence, and when the elevator doors opened at the building lobby, Ms. Beaufort reached up to pat Kegan’s cheek.

“If you ever need a more permanent place to stay, I have an empty bedroom in my apartment. You know, you look just like my George when he was young.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” Kegan said awkwardly, and I could tell he wanted nothing more than to bolt, but he stayed rooted to the spot and continued to let Ms. Beaufort pat his cheek. “That’s very kind.”

“And so polite.” Ms. Beaufort smiled approvingly. “But anyway, I must be off. I’m meeting Deborah for dinner. You all have a good evening.”

“You, too,” I said before the pause got too long, and Ms. Beaufort left.

Once she was out of the building, and I was confident she was no longer in earshot, I burst out laughing, and Kegan scowled at me.

“Knock it off,” he said, and his cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

I did not, in fact, knock it off. Instead, Carmen, Kylah, and Asami all joined in.

“Your face!” my sister cackled, and she raised a hand to her mouth in a wholly pointless attempt to hide how much she was laughing. “You looked like you wanted to flee!”

“I can promise you that’s exactly what he wanted to do,” Kylah said between gasps of laughter.

Kegan watched the four of us howl at him for about a minute before he folded his arms and huffed. “Are you done?”

“Eh, just about,” I said. I had to lean on him for support since my legs felt a little weak from laughing so much, and I wiped a tear from the corner of my eye before I stood up. “How are you feeling, George?”

“Bite me,” Kegan said flatly, which just made all of us start laughing again.

Eventually, though, we did compose ourselves, and we began to make our way over to the supernatural bar in search of drinks and possibly food. I only noticed after we passed a couple restaurants that I was actually pretty hungry.

“It feels kind of strange to just be… out and about,” Kylah remarked as we walked. She’d slipped one of her hands into mine, and Asami had taken the other, and the three of us walked down the street with Kylah between us.

“How so?” I asked.

“When we were at the Sanctuary, Kegan and I didn’t have a whole lot to do,” Kylah explained, and she glanced over her shoulder to look back at her brother, who was walking hand in hand with Carmen.

“We weren’t allowed to go on proper missions, so it was a lot of sitting around in the library, or training together, but mainly just finding ways to stave off boredom,” the blond man said.

“Which is no doubt how the pair of you got so awesomely skilled at fighting,” Carmen said with a grin, and with the hand that wasn’t holding Kegan’s, she looped her arm around his and hugged herself against him.

“I don’t know about that.” The blond man smirked wryly. “It might just be natural talent.”

“Genuine question-- how much training are Eyes expected to go through before they’re cleared for missions?” I asked.

Carmen and I had been turned away from the Order-- against the recommendation of Renée Beckett, who was head of the Denver Sanctuary-- because we’d learned about the magical world too late and could not be properly trained to fight it.

Or at least, not enough that the Order was willing to let us fight in their name. If we got killed on our own time, doing a job the Order was paying us for, then they didn’t care, because they weren’t liable. My sister had, on several occasions, criticized the sleaziness of the entire set-up.

“It depends,” Kylah said with a shrug. “People who join younger need less training, because they have fewer reflexes to unlearn. Like, there’s no question you’re a skilled fighter, Leo, but you were trained to fight against human opponents, with human weak points and reflexes. That won’t work against, say, a revenant, or a faerie, or a vampire.”

“What about werewolves?” I asked, and I thought back to when I’d met Ralph Chander, a werewolf and the owner of ‘Alpha Fitness’ gym. I’d only ever properly fought him once, and I’d only won because firstly, he hadn’t been trying that hard to win, and secondly because despite him being stronger, I’d been smarter.

“Depends on the wolf,” Kegan said thoughtfully. “Naturally, they’re significantly stronger than humans, but their reflexes and weak points are still going to be pretty similar. As far as magical species go, they’re the most comparable to humans.

“They just also turn into wolves three nights out of each month,” Carmen added. “Y’know, when I was growing up, I thought werewolves could like, change at will, but they were forced to change at the full moon, too.”

“Pop culture does seem to like that interpretation,” Asami mused. “I think that’s just because it makes for flashier fight scenes.”

“Oh, definitely,” Kylah agreed. “That’s the first rule of Hollywood, after all. If it’s cool, it doesn’t need to be accurate.”

“It would be funny, though, if just once, when the guy is walking away from an explosion and doesn’t look back, if like-- a piece of shrapnel nailed him in the head,” Carmen snickered.

“Shit.” I grinned. “That would be pretty funny.”

We continued walking down the street while talking and laughing about nonsense, but as we moved closer into the section of the city that had more supernatural residents, I began to feel the familiar pull of magic around me, and our conversation turned toward more serious topics.

Namely, to the chimera.

“We didn’t find who created it, or figure out why they created it in the first place,” I said with a furrowed brow. “I mean, it’s a good thing we killed it, and I doubt we’ll see another soon-- if ever again. But we need to know why someone would make a creature like that in the first place.”

“We’ve definitely stumbled onto something bigger,” Kylah murmured. “The same thing with Scratch and those half-fae. He had records about things Phoenix had been up to.”

We still hadn’t had much of a chance to comb through those files, but it was becoming clearer and clearer that we would need every scrap of information about Phoenix we could get. It was a big enough problem that the Order was diverting most of its resources toward solving it and had explicitly forbidden any Eyes from trying to tackle the problem themselves. Several had already gone missing and were presumed dead.

I knew I wanted to be as informed about the problem as possible, regardless of whether we intended to try and solve it ourselves.

“You think the chimera is connected to Phoenix?” I asked. “You said that before, in Oregon. Before we even knew it was a chimera.”

“If anything, the fact it’s a chimera only makes Phoenix’s involvement more likely,” the blonde woman sighed.

“I agree,” Asami said, and her face had taken on that intense concentration it often did when she was mentally trying to fit the puzzle pieces together in her head. “Leo, you mentioned something about that with those supernatural forums.”

“The what?” my sister asked blankly.

“They’re like… online support groups, but for magicals,” Kegan said. “Tips on how to pass as human. Or venting about specific problems.”

“Werewolves have very sensitive noses, for example,” Asami explained. “But a lot of them, if they have human jobs, have to put up with humans wearing a lot of body spray or perfume, which can distract them, or even physically irritate their olfactory nerves.”

“Okay, but how does this relate to Phoenix?” Carmen asked, and when she looked at me, I shrugged.

“I just figured groups like that would be how Phoenix got started,” I said. “You know how the internet has a bunch of fucked-up shit on the dark web. Forums where people share details about murders they’ve committed, or child porn, or whatever the fuck. A chat room where everyone has the same complaints is like… an echo chamber. It’s easy for extremist ideas to take hold.”

“Ideas like ripping down the veil and either enslaving or wiping out humanity,” Carmen said with a grim expression. “Right. I guess the same people would probably be interested in pushing magic as far as it can go, without much care for the consequences.”

“It’s possible the chimera was just a fucked-up science experiment,” Kegan said. “But there might have been a purpose beyond that.”

“We won’t know until we find whoever did it.” I frowned. “But Kylah’s right. We’ve definitely brushed up against something bigger.”

I just didn’t want us to try and take it on until we knew exactly how big it was. For all we knew, we’d only encountered the tip of the iceberg.

This was a good place to let our conversation peter out, though, because we’d come close to the bar, and we knew chatter about chimeras and Phoenix would not be especially welcomed. People came to bars to relax and forget their troubles, not to have them dredged up.

I walked in first, with Kylah and then Asami behind me, each of us still joined by the hands. We sat down at a table, and it was only when I turned to see where Carmen and Kegan were that I noticed my sister suddenly looked very uncomfortable.

“Hey,” I said as I walked back across the bar toward her, and my hand came up automatically to rest on her shoulder. “Monkey. You alright?”

Carmen looked around at the bar, but she seemed preoccupied, distracted. I noticed she had a tight grip on Kegan’s hand, almost like she was worried she might fall over.

“You can’t feel it?” she finally asked, and I blinked at her for a second before I understood what she meant.

And then something uneasy bloomed in the pit of my stomach.

“There’s danger here?” I asked her quietly.

“No, not exactly,” she murmured as her eyes continued to dart around. “But something’s wrong. Like… everyone’s upset about something.”

I took a proper look at the other patrons of the bar and saw my sister was correct. There were a handful of other groups like us clustered around some of the tables, and a few loners sat at the bar or at tables of their own. Despite the music playing over the speakers, some upbeat pop rock song that sounded vaguely familiar, none of them looked to be in particularly high spirits.

Carmen wasn’t the type to get worked up over nothing, so I knew when she looked at me like she was looking at me just then, she was being serious.

Something was very wrong.


Chapter 2

I led my sister by her free hand over to the table where Kylah and Asami were sitting, and by the time she was in a seat of her own, Carmen seemed a little less dazed but still very troubled.

“Kegan,” I said once we were all settled, though I kept my eyes fixed on Carmen. It was partly out of concern for her and partly because I didn’t really want to see how many people were staring at us right now. “Is there any, like… memorial anniversary thing or incident we don’t know about?”

My sister and I were, after all, still fairly new to the magical world, so we weren’t very familiar with its calendar.

“No,” the blond man said, and his expression was foreboding as he, too, looked around the bar. “No, there isn’t.”

Several people had cast glances at us when we’d walked in, but a couple kept looking. I’d never liked being observed this closely. It felt too much like when Carmen and I moved to our new school, after being placed into foster care. We’d been the only Latino kids in the entire grade.

However, in this particular situation, my concern was less about Carmen and myself and more about Kylah and Kegan. As half-faeries, there were large swathes of the magical community who didn’t trust them. Seers, particularly the other Eyes in the Order, had constantly looked down on the Campbells and were convinced they were either too weak or too devious. Faeries, meanwhile, thought of them as ‘half-breeds’ and other, similarly charming things.

I’d had the distinct displeasure of meeting one such faerie, a noblewoman in the Seelie Court known as Amaryllis. Her distaste for half-faeries had been so intense that she’d actually teamed up with a vampire, Sullivan Scratch, and helped him kidnap them so he could drink their blood.

I hadn’t seen Amaryllis since she’d given her lackeys the order to kill Kylah, as well as Carmen, Asami, and me. Luckily for her, otherwise she would definitely not still be breathing.

Additionally, it was almost guaranteed at least one of the Order’s Council members had been, to some extent or another, in league with Amaryllis and asked her to dispose of Kylah and Kegan. That had been a large part of the reason why they’d left the Order. Renée did all she could to keep them safe, but no one wanted to live in a building where they knew they weren’t wanted, where they knew the other people were just looking for a way to sell them out or even get them killed.

“It doesn’t have anything to do with the fact that you two walked in, then?” I asked Kegan, who was still looking around with a wary expression.

“For once, I don’t think so,” he said slowly, and his green eyes came to rest on my sister again. “Outside of the Fair Folk, supernaturals don’t really care about half-fae. They’d be more likely to hate us because we used to be Eyes. That kind of reputation… sticks.”

“You can’t help the circumstances of your birth,” Kylah added. “But you have to choose to join the Order. And most people raised in the supernatural world… wouldn’t choose that.”

She finished her sentence far too delicately and far too politely, in my opinion. The Order deserved a lot worse.

“Okay, then, so what’s with all the bad vibes?” I asked.

Carmen had rested her elbows on the table and was clutching at her temples. It was obvious the sense of unease in here was strong enough to be causing her actual discomfort.

“It’s really potent,” she muttered. “It’s not danger, exactly. It’s just… upset. Fear. Anger.”

“Your skills must be evolving,” Kylah told her. “You started out being able to sense danger, which is a sort of premonition ability. Now that you’re using it regularly, becoming more competent with it, you’re unlocking your full potential, and you can sense emotions, too.”

“I’m an empath?” my sister groaned. “Gross! I barely like dealing with my own feelings. Now I have to put up with everyone else’s bullshit?”

“Maybe it’ll finally prompt you to emotionally mature,” I quipped, and Carmen stuck out her tongue at me. I ignored her, though, as I turned to Kylah. “Magical abilities can evolve?”

“Of course,” she said. “It’s like any skill. You practice, and you get better, and things that weren’t possible before become possible.”

“You’ve done it, too,” Kegan added. “You were able to boost our auras in the dead zone. Before, you could just see them more clearly and make them a little brighter. But now you can amplify them to the point where we feel the difference.”

I thought for a moment. It was true. I just… hadn’t considered it like that.

“Not gonna lie, but I was hoping for something a little… flashier,” I said. “Magically speaking. Like, Kylah can shoot beams of light. That’s a badass offensive ability.”

“You did collapse the chimera’s cave on top of it,” Kegan suggested in an amused tone. He’d put one arm around Carmen’s shoulders in a protective gesture, and the weird part was that none of this felt at all weird.

“You did?” Kylah asked and sharply turned to me. “With magic?”

“Uh… I guess,” I said with a shrug. “I wasn’t too focused on it at the time, though.”

I’d been more concerned about making sure Kegan, Carmen, and Helen de Luna-- Ralph’s seventeen-year-old niece who’d been missing-- made it out of the chimera’s hideout alive.

“Elemental magic is a fairly common skill,” Asami said with a nod. “There are a lot of magical theories about how it develops, though. Some say a person’s personality-- their soul, really-- affects their magical abilities, since magic comes from the soul. Some people say it’s the other way around.”

“So, what does ‘I can crack rocks’ mean?” I asked, and I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to like the answer.

Asami, however, let out a little giggle. It seemed to echo around the otherwise subdued bar, and I didn’t miss how the discomfort on my sister’s face relaxed a little at the sound of Asami’s mirth.

“You’re thinking a bit too literally,” the researcher told me. “You have influence over earth-- stones and such. That would imply strength and determination. You protect and support others.”

“It honestly makes sense, considering your primary ability is amplification,” Kylah said. “That your primary affinity would be for earth magic seems quite logical. Or, as logical as you can get when it comes to magic.”

“Magic is just a science we don’t fully understand,” Asami said as she lifted her chin. “But, yeah. I bet if you practice, you could get pretty talented at earth magic.”

“I don’t suppose there’s any subsidiary of magic that would make all this gloominess in my head clear up?” Carmen asked, and she looked distinctly unhappy.

“Unfortunately, not at the moment,” Kylah said with an apologetic expression. “If you keep working at your magic, you’ll probably be able to influence others’ emotions to some extent. Nudge them in a certain direction, for example. But right now, I think you might just have to bear it.”

“We can leave, if you want,” I told my sister, but she shook her head.

“No, we’re here already, and I like this place-- despite its current vibe,” she added. “C’mon, say something cheerful. What would my element be, then? Or would I not have one?”

“It’s not really a question of ‘having’ an element,” Asami explained. “Elemental magic just happens to be quite easy to grasp the basics of, because nature is so abundant. Since your primary affinity is divination-- be it a situation, or others’ emotions-- you would probably have the best luck with water magic.”

“Oh.” Carmen blinked. “That’s actually kind of cool.”

Asami and Kylah both smiled at her, and my sister’s expression cleared a little more. Kegan hugged her a little tighter, and I conjured up happy memories of the pair of us to lift my own mood. Combined with my amplification abilities, and the others’ brightening moods, it seemed to lift my sister out of her gloom.

“Ah, thanks, you guys,” she said after a moment, and she managed a smile. “I feel better now. Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize, it takes time to master new skills,” Kylah reassured. “You just need to practice constructing mental walls to keep your emotions separate from others.”

“Or,” Carmen said as she perked up a little. “Maybe I could try and use my new powers to figure out what’s got everyone in this bar in such a bad mood. It’s nothing to do with us, I figured that much. Maybe I can get some more details if I poke a little harder.”

“Maybe not today,” I advised.

While I admired my sister’s excitement and conviction to master her new skills as quickly as possible, I didn’t want to risk her falling into a low mood for the next several days because she was still getting the hang of it.

“Leo might be right,” Kegan said, and Asami nodded. “Emotions are especially tricky. You should be cautious with that sort of thing.”

“Not to mention, I think I can figure out what’s up with everyone in here, and it won’t even involve me invading their minds,” I said with a smile, and I stood up from my seat.

“Oh, really?” Kylah asked in an amused tone. “And what great magic do you plan to wield in order to achieve that?”

“Easy,” I said, and I put my hands on the table so I could bend down to peck her on the lips. “I’m gonna talk to the bartender.”

I threw a wink at Asami for good measure, and then I stood upright and walked over to the bar at the far end of the room. I was getting pretty good at recognizing auras by this point, so I could tell the bartender was a werewolf with a simple glance. He looked as subdued as the rest of the people in the bar and was morosely drying off glasses when I approached. When he noticed me and looked up to meet my gaze, though, I didn’t miss how his expression tightened a little.

“Can I help you?” he asked in a tone that was ever so slightly too cold to just be typical ‘I work in hospitality and hate it’ boredom.

“Hi,” I said, and I tried to put more friendliness into my own voice to compensate for the relative lack of warmth in the bartender’s. “Could I get three pints of beer and two of cider? Thanks.”

I had no idea if it was a faerie thing, or a half-faerie thing, or just a Campbell thing, but I’d recently learned that both Kylah and Kegan didn’t like beer very much. They’d drink it if they had to, but they both massively preferred cider.

As the bartender began pulling the pints, I rested my elbow on the bar and looked around the room with a relatively uninterested expression.

“It’s a bit slow tonight, isn’t it?” I said mildly as I turned back to look at the bartender.

“Still early,” he answered with a shrug. He clearly wasn’t interested in conversation, but I fully intended to get to the bottom of this, and I had a sneaking suspicion this guy was the sort of person to clam up once he realized someone wanted information.

“Seems a bit subdued in here, for a bar,” I pressed while keeping my tone light. “Did something happen?”

The bartender paused for a moment there and eyed me in a way I wasn’t sure I liked. I was very suddenly reminded of the fact that, while werewolves were the most similar species to humans, they were not human. They were strong, and powerful, and definitely had the capacity to be very dangerous, if pushed.

Then the bartender snorted. It was a derisive sound and devoid of any amusement.

“Like you don’t know.”

“No, I don’t, actually,” I said. “Did something bad happen here?”

“Look, buddy,” the bartender replied flatly.

I knew no sentence that began with ‘look, buddy’ ended well, but I hoped it wouldn’t come to a physical fight. I’d been hoping for a quiet evening after the chaos in Oregon.

“I don’t know what kind of weird, freakish kick you and your friends are getting out of this, but I’ll have no part of it,” the bartender went on.

“Um… excuse me?” I said blankly.

“Whatever this is, knock it off,” the bartender snapped, and he gestured between me and the others, who were still sitting at the table. Kegan was clearly making an effort to keep Carmen’s mood up, as were Kylah and Asami, but the latter two also kept sending curious glances in my direction.

Maybe they-- or maybe Carmen-- could sense the bartender’s irritation with me. With them.

“Listen, I really have no idea what you’re talking about,” I said to the bartender in as earnest a tone as I could manage. “My friends and I, we just came here for a drink, to chill out. I only want to know why everyone in here seems so… down. I’m concerned, y’know?”

“Just a concerned citizen, huh?” the bartender asked, and I could tell by his drawl that he didn’t believe me.

Honestly, I was starting to get pretty irritated by this guy.

“If you have a problem with me-- with us-- being here, then you can say it to my face,” I told him. It wouldn’t have been the first time Carmen and I found out we weren’t welcome in a certain establishment. Maybe I’d been foolish to think the supernatural world would be a little different.

The bartender narrowed his eyes at me and very deliberately rested his hands on top of the bar. I was keenly aware that several other people at the other tables were watching us converse, probably more out of boredom than malice, but it still had me a little on edge.

I’d yet to identify any features that outwardly made werewolves nonhuman. Vampires had their fangs and eerily smooth, flawless skin, like porcelain. Faeries had never been human, so of course they didn’t look human in the slightest, and half-fae like Kylah and Kegan had slightly pointed ears and high cheekbones, an echo of the elongated, sharp-edged faces of the so-called Fair Folk.

But there was nonetheless something distinctly not-human about how the bartender leveled his gaze at me now. I could almost picture a wolf’s hackles raising, their lips pulled back in a snarl that bared teeth. The bartender wasn’t doing any of these things, but maybe he wanted to be.

“I have a problem with your kind tramping in here and asking what the problem is, when you damn well know any problems we have are your fault,” the bartender sneered.

“What?” I demanded. “We haven’t done anything!”

“Precisely,” the bartender said flatly. “You never do anything. You just swan around the country, dipping in and out of your Sanctuary, only taking on jobs that keep us hidden-- never mind who gets hurt. Who gets killed in the street.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” I said, and I raised my hands. “You think-- we’re not Eyes. None of us.”

“I’ve seen the lot of you in here before,” the bartender scoffed. “On several occasions. All of you stank of Sanctuary.”

I tried not to wince at that, but the guy was technically right.

“Yeah,” I said slowly. “And then we left. Because we realized what a hollow, useless organization it was. None of us are associated with the Order now, and we certainly didn’t come in here to-- to gloat or whatever the fuck you think we’re here to do. We came here to relax, and we saw everyone’s upset. I want to know why.”

The bartender backed off a little then, and I no longer got the sense that he wanted to be snarling at me. Instead, he just looked me up and down, like an ordinary guy, and nodded.

“Oh,” he said. His voice had the awkward tone of someone who was embarrassed about their mistake and was caught between admitting their error and wanting to still appear strong-willed. “I didn’t… sorry.”

“It’s fine.” I waved him off. “I’ve had my fair share of experience with the Order, and… I get it. They kind of suck.”

“Yeah, that’s one way to put it,” the bartender said in a way that suggested he would have used much stronger language. “So you can understand my… hesitation to take you at your word.”

“I get it,” I repeated, because even if I was still a little annoyed at the guy, I was more interested in getting information about why everyone was in such a bad mood than having my pride mended. “So, do you mind telling me what’s been going on around here lately?”

“To tell you the truth, no one really knows,” the bartender said with a heavy sigh. “But over the past two weeks, lycanthropes have been turning up dead. Just… left in the street. Like the one who killed them didn’t even care, like they were just trash.”

“Shit,” I muttered, and my eyes went wide. “That’s awful.”

“Worst part is, no one can figure out what killed them,” the bartender went on. His tone was bitter, and I reckoned if he’d been holding a glass at that moment, it would’ve shattered in his grasp. “There’re no… broken bones, or anything. No poison. My sister’s partner found the third one, he said the poor fucker’s eyes were bleeding, and she looked terrified, but other than that, nothing was wrong with her. She was perfectly healthy.”

I swallowed, then, because that was seriously fucked up and definitely involved some kind of magic. But of course, it almost certainly meant the Order wouldn’t do anything to solve it.

“Third one?” I asked. “How many have there been?”

“Fourth one was found last night,” the bartender told me in a resentful tone. “Four in just over two weeks. Someone’s killing us. And you can bet your ass the Order won’t give a shit. Never do, unless it’s someone killing humans. It’s all about the veil.”

“It’s bullshit,” I agreed. “But that’s why my friends and I left. We want nothing to do with that shit.”

“Well, I can respect that,” the bartender said, and he passed me over the last of the drinks.

I paid, offered a polite smile, and then took the drinks back to the table.

“Find out anything useful?” Kylah asked when I approached, and she scooted out of the booth so I could sit between her and Asami.

“Well, part of the reason everyone keeps glaring at us is because a lot of the community thinks we’re Eyes,” I said as I passed out pints.

“It will take a few months to die down,” Kegan said as he took his cider. “But eventually, it will make the rounds that we’ve left. The Order won’t want anything to do with us, and they certainly don’t want any mistakes we make to be attached to their reputation.”

“Oh, yeah, because it’s so pristine,” Carmen scoffed. “What happens if we do good, then?”

“We could never be good enough for the Order to want us back,” Kegan said. “We left. Leo all but told the Council to go fuck themselves, and Kylah and I are… well.”

“Not what the Order wants, from a species standpoint,” Kylah said. She then took a sip of her cider and made an appreciative noise. “Oh, thanks, Leo.”

“No problem.” I smiled at her and tapped my glass against hers. “And for the record, they’re damn idiots for not wanting you.”

“Seconded,” Asami said with a grin, and Kylah flushed again.

“I’m assuming the fact they think we’re Eyes isn’t the cause of the bad mood, though, is it?” Kegan then asked. He still had one arm around Carmen, and she did look better, but still like she had to concentrate in order to stave off the negative emotions from everyone else.

I was glad my magic manifested as amplification and not empathy. It already looked exhausting.

“It isn’t,” I said to the blond man. “Apparently, in the past couple of weeks, four werewolves have turned up dead in the street, and no one can figure out what killed them.”

“Oh, gods,” Kylah muttered. “That’s terrible. Those poor families.”

Werewolves, I remembered, had very large and tight-knit families. Four deaths, then, would have caused a large rift in the community. No wonder everyone in here was in such a bad mood. Even non-werewolves would be at least a little perturbed by how frequently and how shamelessly these people were being killed. Whoever had killed them hadn’t even bothered to hide the bodies.

“What do they mean when they say no one can figure out what killed them?” Asami asked, and her brow was furrowed in a combination of dismay and thoughtfulness.

“Apparently, they’re like, fine,” I said. “Physically, they should be fine, except they’re dead. Oh, and they might bleed from the eyes. The guy behind the bar said his sister’s partner found the third body.”

“That must have done a number on them,” Kylah said. “But based on the general tone in here, I can’t imagine they would have taken this before the Order.”

“Can you blame them?” Kegan asked harshly. “We all know what the Order would say if they did. They’re just deciding not to waste their time and their dignity.”

I knew what he meant. Ralph had gone through that exact, humiliating process only a couple weeks previously, when he’d asked for help locating his missing niece. Renée had been forced to tell him things like missing werewolves were not the Order’s problem.

The deeper I got into the magical world, the more relieved I was that Carmen and I hadn’t joined the Order. In refusing to let us join, the Council had done us a big favor.

I was sure they didn’t see it that way. But I had every intention of becoming an ever-bigger thorn in their side, doing jobs they couldn’t be bothered to do, and I knew Carmen would be only too eager to help.

“If they haven’t gone to the Order, though, the Order won’t have put up one of their insurance-scam flyers,” my sister then said.

“There are some people in the magical community who don’t trust freelancers,” Kylah added. “The Order pushes the stereotypes that they’re reckless, brutish, and only in it for the money. Unfortunately, that’s not entirely inaccurate.”

“Werewolves are deeply protective of their families,” Asami said. “They would probably rather deal with the problem internally than invite outsiders-- especially ones who might be violent, like freelancers-- into their community at such a vulnerable time.”

“So, they’re stuck on their own?” Carmen asked with a frown. “With no help? I mean, not to make them sound like they’re helpless children, obviously, but if four people are dead, there has to be something that can be done, right?”

“Well, there is something,” I said, and when the four of them all turned to look at me, I shrugged. “We could offer to help.”

“Leo…” Kylah said in a careful tone. “Didn’t you hear what Sami said about werewolves being protective?”

“I did.” I nodded. “So we’ll be polite. They haven’t put up a flyer promising payment, so no one can accuse us of trying to get in on some quick cash. But we have abilities and experience that could help stop whoever’s killing these people, so isn’t it, like, our moral obligation to help?”

“From each as per his skill,” Asami murmured with the air of quoting something.

“To each as per his needs,” Kylah said like she was finishing the quote.

“So… that… settles it?” I asked blankly. “Are we going to try and help?”

“Well, it would be pretty shitty of us to just sit by and let more werewolves get fucking murdered,” my sister huffed. “It’s not like we’re everyday residents. Hunting down psychos and killing monsters is literally our job. Like you said, Pip, we have the experience for this sort of thing. If we don’t do it, either people who aren’t prepared will, and they’ll get hurt, or no one will, and more werewolves will die.”

“You understand, though, that because this isn’t an official Order job, there’s no promise of any kind of payment, right?” Asami asked. “I know the pair of you… you took up this path because you needed the money.”

“Not just because of that,” I said. “And we did just make like, twenty grand. I think we can afford to do some pro bono work for a change, don’t you?”

“Give back to the community,” my sister said in agreement and pointed at me. “Get our names out there and prove Team Rivera works ethically and can be trusted to complete a job to a high standard.”

“I still think we should change the name,” Kegan remarked with a slight frown. Honestly, it was more like a pout.

“Not necessarily,” Carmen said. “Now that Kylah and Sami are dating Leo, they’re like honorary Riveras. So it’s four-to-one.”

“But you’re dating me,” Kegan argued. “So, doesn’t that make you an honorary Campbell?”

“Firstly, ‘Carmen Campbell’ is a terrible name,” my sister snorted. “Secondly, even if that was true, it’s still three-to-two on the Rivera front. And thirdly, I like to think of you as an additional Rivera.”

She grinned up at him shamelessly, and Kylah, Asami, and I all tried not to laugh, albeit very unsuccessfully.

Kegan rolled his eyes but couldn’t hide his smile.

“I guess that does settle it, then,” Kylah said as she traced one finger around the rim of her cider. “I know we all said we needed some rest after Oregon, but…”

“This isn’t the sort of job where you can just push things to next week and everything will be fine,” I said with a nod. “But L.A. is our home, right? And the supernatural community is our community. We should help where we can.”

“I have to admit, this feels a lot more fulfilling than starting a neighborhood garden,” Carmen said, though I suspected she was just saying that because this approach was far more likely to result in her getting in a fight with someone.

But she was right, this did feel more fulfilling. And we could take a job without pay if it meant keeping people safe, if it meant showing to local magicals that ‘Team Rivera’ were trustworthy and reliable. Just like one person could survive on their own, but a family made it easier, one family could survive on their own, but a community made it easier. This was our community, and we wanted to help it. Defend it.

“Alright then,” I said firmly. “It looks like we have a new job on our hands.”


Chapter 3
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While we did definitely have a new job on our hands, we were also still pretty tired from traveling home from Oregon, so the five of us agreed to take the new job up in earnest tomorrow. Tonight, we decided to actually relax a little bit, so we had a few drinks and some food before we headed back home.

“We’ll need to gather resources,” Asami said as we walked. “And speak to some of the local werewolves. Ideally, we’d be able to speak to their head-- someone in a position of authority, you know?”

“I doubt the werewolves have a records system that Carmen could just hack into, so yeah, probably,” I agreed, and my sister shot me a withering look.

“They might not be too open to meeting with us, though,” Kylah said, and her tone was laced with a warning. “They’ve lost four people in two weeks. They’re going to be on edge-- justifiably so.”

“We’ll just have to show them we mean no harm, then,” I said. “I’m sure they’ll be reasonable once we make clear we’re not Eyes, and we’re not in it for some kind of monetary reward.”

I was still very pleased by the fact we were coming home to our apartment and not a motel room. Once we were in, Carmen and Kegan wasted no time in saying goodnight to the rest of us and heading off into their room-- not that I could blame them. We’d had a long day of traveling and a similarly long evening of taking up a new job, and I was also pretty tired.

For those same reasons, though, I also felt a little gross.

“You two go on without me,” I told Kylah and Asami, and I kissed each of their foreheads in turn. “I need a wash first.”

“Fair enough, I’m pretty wiped,” Asami said, and I believed her. She seemed to be struggling to keep her eyes open and kept trying to hide yawns.

“Go lie down,” I chuckled as I kissed her again and then went into the bathroom.

As I got into the shower cubicle, I was faced with the task of stepping around the sea of bottles lined up on the floor. That was another reason a bigger apartment might be a good idea. Five people and one bathroom seemed like a bit of a stretch, so I made a mental note to speak to the others in the morning about using the Oregon money as a deposit for a nicer, bigger apartment.

Between these thoughts and the sound of the shower running, I almost missed the soft knock on the bathroom door.

“Yeah?” I called out and slicked my wet hair back so I could see, and the door opened just enough that Kylah could pop her head in.

“Mind if I join?” she asked with a mischievous smile, and I grinned at her.

“Not at all,” I said. “Is Sami alright?”

“Oh, she’s fine,” Kylah assured me. “Fell asleep the moment her head touched the pillow.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle a little at that. The researcher was just so… endearing. Both of my partners were. Kylah’s smile, right now, for example, was nothing short of adorable.

“You look a bit overdressed if you’re gonna be joining me,” I remarked, and my eyes flicked over her still-clothed form. She’d taken off her jacket and boots once we’d gotten home, but she was still wearing a white V-neck and torn jeans.

“Silly me for forgetting,” the blonde giggled. “I’m sure I can rectify that error, though.”

The blonde pulled off her t-shirt and bra in one smooth motion, and then she began to shimmy out of her jeans and underwear. I found myself trying to make out the edges of her skin-markings under the fluorescent light of the bathroom, but I knew it was futile. They were, to my knowledge, only visible under ultraviolet light.

For a brief moment, I wondered what Kegan’s markings looked like, and if they matched Kylah’s because they were twins, or if they were more like fingerprints and were unique to each individual.

Then Kylah stepped into the shower cubicle behind me, and all thoughts of her brother were soundly ejected from my mind.

She slid her arms around my waist from behind, and I felt her press her lips to the back of my neck in a quiet, soft kiss. I turned around to face her, and my hand caught under her chin as I tilted her head up to meet her lips with mine.

For a long while, the pair of us just stood there under the warm spray of the water as I leisurely explored her mouth, and my hands trailed idly up and down her sides. Kylah wrapped her arms loosely around my neck and curved into me, and the notion of actually showering was entirely forgotten.

It was slow and unhurried when I finally let my hand trail down between her legs and found a different kind of wetness there. Kylah gave a soft gasp into my mouth, and I smiled against her lips as I guided her gently backwards. I was rewarded with another little gasp when the warm skin of her back met the cool tiles, and her kisses became a little less languorous, a little more urgent.

“Fuck…” she muttered. She more breathed the word, really, and it was almost lost over the thrum of the shower and the sound of the water hitting the floor.

I pulled away from her lips to trail kisses down the column of her throat, and my hand never paused as it continued to stroke over her clit in that slow, steady pace I knew drove her wild.

The build up was similarly slow and steady, and when Kylah began to squirm under my touch, I knew she was close, so I raised my head to meet her lips again. Her kiss was deep and passionate, and one of her hands came up to tangle in my hair and tugged lightly in a silent plea for me to keep going.

“Let go,” I coaxed her softly between kisses. “Let go for me.”

“Leo,” Kylah moaned, and she shuddered against me as she fell apart. For a moment, her grip on my hair and shoulder was tight enough to hurt, but then she relaxed with a slow, sighing breath and grinned up at me. Her eyes glazed over with pleasure, and she kissed me again.

I kissed her back eagerly, and she let out a little laugh and ground herself against me. The sight of her climaxing had been more than enough to get me riled up, so of course she’d noticed, and I was sensitive enough to let out a little gasp when she reached down and grabbed me.

“Fuck,” I muttered, and I felt my brow furrow as I fought to keep a solid hold on my thoughts. Then Kylah began to pump her hand, and what little sense I had in my mind vanished entirely.

I let her guide me so it was my back against the cold tiling, and my head tipped back as her hand continued to move. I found myself muttering ‘don’t stop’ under my breath, over and over, and to her eternal credit, she didn’t. It was only when I felt a nip at my hipbone that I opened my eyes and saw Kylah kneeling in front of me on the floor of the shower, with her hair wet and her eyes shining.

“Kylah…” I said, and my voice was barely a breath. “You don’t have to--”

“I know,” she replied in a murmur, and she mouthed another kiss onto my hip bone, slow enough to make me shudder. “I want to.”

That was all the warning I got before she put her mouth on me. I let out half a gasp before I managed to choke it off, because I knew the walls of the apartment were not that thick, and I tried to focus on keeping my breathing steady as Kylah ran her tongue over the head of my cock while her hand never stopped in its motions.

I might have been embarrassed at how quickly I got close to the edge if not for how good it felt. One of my hands threaded through her hair and gripped tight, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to pull her away so it wouldn’t be over so quickly, or urge her on even further.

“Kylah…” I said again, and I saw mischief glitter in her eyes as she swallowed me down as far as she could go.

That was it for me.

I came hard with a groan and shook underneath her touch. I felt like she was sucking my very soul out of me, and it seemed like forever before I came back down to earth enough that I could feel her chuckling around me.

She pulled off me then, flashed me a wink, and swallowed before she stood up and wrapped her arms around my neck.

“How’re you doing?” she asked with a cheeky smile, and I rolled my eyes at her because I wasn’t quite yet able to form proper thoughts. She laughed and leaned forward to kiss my neck, and I slid my hands around her waist to pull her close.

“I love you,” I finally said, and I rested my forehead against hers. “So much.”

“I love you, too,” she replied.

I kissed the tip of her nose before I pushed back the door to the cubicle, and a rush of cool air hit my skin as I groped around for my towel. I stepped out to wrap it around myself, but Kylah stayed inside.

“As fun as that was, I do genuinely need a wash,” she told me with a laugh. “I’ll be back out in a few minutes?”

“No worries, take your time,” I assured her before I left.

Back in the bedroom, Asami was indeed fast asleep, curled up on the left side of the bed with one arm shoved under the pillow and the other arm hanging off the edge. I brushed a stray lock of dark hair back from her face before I set about getting a clean pair of pajama pants, and by the time Kylah came back into the room wrapped in a towel with a dab of toothpaste in the corner of her mouth, I was just getting into bed myself.

She paused for a moment by the door when she saw Asami and me, and a huge smile spread across her face.

“I never imagined I’d ever have anything like this,” she told me in a low voice so she didn’t rouse Asami. “I never dared dream it. I almost don’t believe it’s real.”

“Well, it is,” I promised her.

Kylah smiled at me as she quickly toweled her hair dry, and then she pulled on a pair of shorts and a tank top before she crawled into bed, too.

“You two have fun?” Asami’s words were slurred with sleep as she asked the question, and I almost started.

“How long have you been awake?” I asked her with a grin.

“Since you got into bed,” she replied, and without opening her eyes, she reached back to pull one of my arms over her, so I was spooning her.

I let out a small laugh, as did Kylah, who shuffled over so she was spooning me, and before long I heard the steady, soft breathing that meant both women had fallen asleep.

It was only a few minutes before I followed, and the next thing I knew, sunlight was poking through the drapes, and it was a new day. Asami was already awake, since there was nothing in front of me but the mattress, and Kylah had rolled over at some point in the night, because when I turned to look, her back was to me, and her blonde hair was splayed out over the pillows.

I leaned over her and pressed a gentle kiss to her temple before I got out of bed, and when I walked into the main room, I saw Asami was sitting on top of the kitchen counter, already fully dressed, with a mug of tea in her hands.

“Good morning,” she said with a smile.

“Good morning,” I agreed, and I came over to kiss her. I found I rather liked this position, because I didn’t have to bend down at all to meet her lips. “Sleep well?”

“Like a baby,” she confirmed, but then her impish expression sobered a little. “Are you still sure about taking on this new job?”

“Of course,” I said firmly. “Why? Are you worried about something?”

“Not worried,” she clarified as she bit her lip. “Just… cautious. Like Kylah said last night, the werewolves are going to be on edge and might not be open to outside assistance.”

“Yeah,” I said with a slight frown.

There was a full mug of coffee sitting underneath the coffee machine, apparently untouched, so I swiped it up and took a sip. The amount of sugar I tasted immediately told me it was Carmen’s, which meant she was up, too.

“What we need is some kind of… entrance point,” I continued as I turned back to Asami. “Someone we already know, who can vouch for us. I’d suggest Ralph, but…”

“He’s in Vancouver with Helen, and he’s already been through enough,” Asami said with a nod. “I was thinking the same.”

“Yeah, we can’t exactly ask him to rush back to Los Angeles just for us,” I sighed. “His husband Conleth might have some clout with the werewolves, but I haven’t actually met him, so that probably isn’t much help.”

He couldn’t exactly vouch for someone he didn’t know, no matter how good a rapport I had with his husband.

The bathroom door then opened, and Carmen stepped out in a cloud of steam, already dressed and scrunching her hair dry with her towel. When she saw me with her coffee mug in hand, her eyes narrowed.

“I hope that’s not my coffee you’re drinking, Pip,” she deadpanned. “Because if it is, I’m going to beat you with a wrench.”

“A monkey wrench?” I asked with a smirk, and she glared at me. I just laughed and pulled another mug out of the cupboard, and my sister nodded smartly as she slung her towel across her shoulders.

“You guys talking about how we’ll get the werewolves to trust us?” she asked as she got a coffee pod from the box and shoved it into the coffee machine, though not before she added three lumps of sugar to the empty mug.

“Yeah,” I said. “With Ralph in Canada right now, we kind of don’t have anyone who already knows us, which could make earning their trust a little difficult.”

“Fair point.” Carmen leaned back against the counter and folded her arms with a thoughtful expression. She then turned to Asami. “Don’t you have a werewolf buddy, though?”

“Hey, yeah,” I said, and I looked at the researcher. “You definitely mentioned that. You said you recognized her username on one of those forums. Does she live in LA?”

“Last I heard,” Asami admitted. “But it’s been a really long time since I’ve spoken to her. She might have moved, and even if she hasn’t, she hasn’t met any of you guys. I don’t know how much use she’d really be.”

“It’s better than nothing,” my sister said with a shrug. “If we want to speak to someone within the community who has any kind of authority. There’s no way we can properly investigate these deaths without some kind of help from a werewolf. And it’ll look a lot better if we’re seen to be actually working with them.”

“Agreed,” I said. “It’s gotta be worth a shot, anyway. I’m sure your friend won’t mind you turning up, Sami. It’s not like you’re not asking her for a favor, you’re asking to provide help.”

“Plus, you’re like, disgustingly nice,” Carmen added, and Asami went a little red. “No, seriously! Not that you can’t kick serious ass, but like-- you’re practically impossible not to like. If you’re our… entry point into this whole thing, there’s no way the werewolves will say no. They’ll hear us out, at least, for sure.”

“Agreed,” I said again with a laugh. “It beats sitting around and waiting for Ralph to get back, anyway.”

“You’re right,” Asami said, and her brow furrowed. “That will just result in more people getting hurt.”

“You guys go and track this woman down, then,” Carmen said. “Me and the wonder twins will hold down the fort.”

“Wonder twins?” Kylah’s voice echoed, and we all turned to see her emerging from the bedroom. She paused in the doorway to stretch, and my sister nodded.

“You’re half-fae,” she said. “That’s pretty ‘wonder’-y to me.”

“I suppose. But you and Leo were thought dead for several years. I think returning from death is more impressive than some flashy light magic.”

“But we didn’t actually die,” I pointed out.

Kylah shrugged and kissed first me and then Asami on the cheek as she reached for a coffee mug of her own. Asami shot her a smile but was clearly preoccupied as she made a call on her phone, only for it to apparently not go through or something, because she took her phone away from her ear and frowned at it.

“I guess that means we’re on research for today, then?” Kylah asked my sister, and when Carmen nodded, Kylah smiled. “Good. Honestly, I like the idea of having something to do.”

I remembered what she’d said yesterday evening about her and Kegan being near-constantly bored in the Sanctuary, and I could sympathize.

Like everyone else, I loved having free time. I loved being able to do whatever the hell I wanted-- which at times included doing nothing at all-- but there was a point where it went too far. I needed some kind of task or project, the way some people drew or wrote. The added bonus here was that it was also helping other people.

Provided we could convince the local werewolf community that we genuinely wanted to help, but I reckoned the five of us were all fairly charismatic in our own ways.

“We should probably get going, then,” I said to Asami, and she nodded.

“I tried to call ahead,” she said, and waved her phone at me. “But the call didn’t go through, I guess she must have changed her number.”

“Can we still go?” I asked, and the researcher nodded again.

“She doesn’t actually live too far from here,” she said. “Just, y’know, it’s more polite to call ahead.”

“Hopefully she won’t hold a bit of rudeness against us, then,” I said, but considering how friendly Asami was, I wasn’t concerned. “I’ll get dressed, then we’ll head out.”

“Sounds like a plan,” she agreed.

Ten minutes later, Asami and I were driving out of the building’s parking lot. I’d begged the keys off Carmen with a fervent promise not to let anything happen to her shitbox of a car-- as if several things hadn’t already happened to it, but inexplicably my sister loved the damn thing, anyway-- and Asami navigated.

After several wrong turns and false starts, since Asami was firstly used to walking this route, and secondly used to walking it from a supernatural bar or club instead of from the apartment, we came to a building not too far from what I was beginning to refer to in my head as the ‘supernatural district’ of the city.

“Apartment 5C,” the Japanese woman told me as she hopped out of the car. We lucked out when we approached the building, because a young man was just exiting as we arrived, and he held the door for us.

Once we got to the fifth floor, I noticed a distinct shift in Asami’s demeanor.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Fine,” she said, but when I pointedly looked down at where she was wringing her hands, she sighed. “It’s just… been a while since we spoke. I really don’t want her to think I’m using her.”

“You aren’t,” I promised. “You’re asking to help out. No doubt she knows about the deaths anyway, she’ll probably be relieved that an old friend is stepping forward to offer aid. Plus, Carmen was right. You are impossible not to like.”

“Well, you are biased,” Asami pointed out, but she was smiling now.

“Yeah, I am,” I agreed, and I wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her into my side in a half-hug. I didn’t let her go until I’d planted a kiss on her cheek, and by that point we were almost at the door, anyway.

Asami knocked and then stepped back, and a few moments later the door was wrenched open, and a young black woman barreled out into the hall.

“Sami!” she cried out, and she almost literally knocked into Asami and pulled her into a fierce hug.

“Hey, Artemis!” Asami replied, and despite her voice being slightly strangled from the strength of the woman’s-- Artemis’-- hug, she sounded happy to see her friend.

“It’s so good to see you!” Artemis said in a delighted tone when she finally released Asami. “It’s been ages! And who’s your friend?”

She then turned to me and looked me up and down, which gave me an opportunity to get a proper look at her, too.

Artemis was slightly taller than Asami but had a similarly curvy build, although she looked a little more athletic. Her skin was a dark, satiny shade of mahogany, which made her curiously amber-gold eyes all the more striking, and her hair was styled into long box braids that fell to her elbows, even when pulled back into a ponytail. Part of the braids must have been extensions, because the ends were the same bright gold shade as her eyes.

Those same eyes were looking at me with slight apprehension, which I supposed made sense, given what was currently befalling the werewolf community, and the fact that I was a stranger.

“This is Leo Rivera,” Asami told the werewolf woman. “He’s my… boyfriend.”

The researcher’s cheeks went very red as she said this, and I felt a mix of pride and amusement at the sight.

Some of the apprehension in Artemis’ expression faded then, and she stuck out a hand.

“Leo Rivera,” she said. “I’m Artemis Desir.”

I took her hand and was not at all surprised to find that she had a strong grip. I wondered if she went to Alpha Fitness and if she knew Ralph.

“Pleasure to meet you,” I said as we dropped our hands.

“So, what brings you to my neck of the woods?” Artemis then asked us, and she turned to Asami with a raised eyebrow. “I imagine it’s not just to show off your new boytoy?”

“It’s not,” Asami said in a somewhat apologetic tone. “I tried to call first, but you must have changed your number. We… we were actually hoping you might be able to help us with something.”

“Depends on what that ‘something’ is,” the amber-eyed woman said, and her expression became guarded once more as she looked at me.

“You’ve heard about the… recent deaths, right?” I asked her. “Sami and I… we’re freelancers. We want to help. If the… community is open to it.”

I was keenly aware we were in an apartment building where anyone-- including a non-seer, or worse, someone involved with the murders-- could be listening. Artemis seemed similarly cautious, because her expression sobered, and she stepped away from her door.

“I think you two should come inside,” she said, and we entered her apartment.

I hadn’t given much thought to what a werewolf’s apartment might look like, so I wasn’t sure whether to be surprised or not that it looked extremely normal. There was a TV on the wall, a couch, a dining table in the kitchen, and even photos on the walls of what I assumed were her family. If not for the faint sensation of magic enveloping the place, and the wall calendar that included the lunar cycle, which was pretty innocuous on its own, I wouldn’t have had any reason to suspect there was anything amiss.

“Make yourselves at home,” Artemis said, and Asami and I both sat down on the couch. Then Artemis sat on the coffee table so she could be directly opposite us, and she rested her elbows on her knees with fingers steepled in the way Renée sometimes did. “So. What do you know?”

“We know there have been four werewolf deaths in the past two weeks,” Asami relayed. “And no one can figure out what killed them.”

“I heard a rumor the bodies were bleeding from the eyes,” I added. “But other than that, they’re apparently physically fine. Aside from the fact they’re dead.”

“That’s in line with what I heard.” Artemis nodded, and she looked at Asami. “So, you left the Order, you left being a researcher… and now you’re freelancing as a hunter?”

“Well, I’m still doing a lot of research,” Asami said with a shrug. “There’s five of us. You know my friends Kylah and Kegan? They’re part of the group, too. And Leo’s sister, Carmen.”

Artemis cocked her head in a motion I could only describe as doglike, and then I wondered if that might be racist. Species-ist?

Whatever.

“You know we won’t be able to pay you,” the werewolf said, and she looked at me very evenly. Even without the peculiar color of her eyes, her gaze would have been piercing. I almost felt like I was her prey. “The community hasn’t taken the issue to the Order, and we’re not going to.”

“I get that,” I said, and I refused to be the first to break eye contact. “The Order would just slap up a flyer, leaving the risk of some less-than-scrupulous freelancers taking up the job. We’re not looking for money, we genuinely just want to help.”

“Why?” Artemis asked at once, and her gaze bored into me.

I still refused to back down and leaned in a little closer to her just to show I really wasn’t intimidated, even though a small part of me kind of was.

“We’re seers,” I said. “This is as much our community as it is yours. We have the ability to help here. We have the skills and the experience. It’s our moral obligation to protect our own, after all.”

Artemis tipped her chin up and considered me as she leaned back. She still didn’t look away from me, though, and it was a long moment until she spoke.

“Alright,” she said at last. “I believe you.”

I was honestly a little taken aback by this. “You-- you do?”

“I do,” she said firmly. “I trust Sami’s judgment, which means that you’re probably a decent person, not the type to lie just to get money. So, if you say you want to help, and you’re doing it because you care about your community, then I believe you.”

“Oh, good,” Asami said in a somewhat relieved tone. “So, can you help us speak to the head of your community? Someone who could give us information about the deaths?”

“We’d need a… jumping off point,” I added.

Ideally, we’d be able to get a look at the bodies, but that seemed a bit too much to ask of a woman who I’d only met a few minutes ago.

“Possibly,” Artemis said, and she was silent as she thought for a moment with one hand pressed to her mouth. “There’s actually going to be a meeting discussing the deaths, a sort of ‘town hall’ thing, you know, where people can ask questions and maybe offer help. It would probably be best to take you there, so the entire community can get a look at you, vet you out. You’re not going to get any decent information or help from us unless you have the group on your side. Lycanthropes are pack animals.”

“No problem,” I said. “We just want to help, and we want you guys to know we can be trusted. When’s the meeting?”

Artemis looked up at me, and her amber eyes were bright with a sort of urgency and possibly even hope.

“Tonight.”


Chapter 4

“To be clear,” Artemis said. “Your aid will most likely be refused. Lycanthropes are in an uproar right now, and they won’t especially be looking to bring in outsiders when…”

“When you all feel vulnerable and want to close ranks?” I suggested, and Artemis nodded a little stiffly. “I get it. I’ve done the same thing when… when I’ve lost people. Honestly, I think it massively impacted most of my adolescent and adult life. I understand the urge to turn strangers away, even if they’re offering help. But I promise you, we sincerely want to help, and we believe we can actually figure this out.”

“Would you come back to our apartment with us?” Asami then asked. “So we could discuss this with the others?”

Artemis looked a little wary at that, and her eyes flicked from Asami, to me, and back again.

“Look,” she sighed. “It’s nothing personal, but… with how things are right now, I don’t know if I want to go to a stranger’s apartment. Even if you’re there, Sami.”

Asami looked a little downcast at this, and even though I understood where Artemis was coming from, I felt similarly dismayed.

“I can promise you we’re safe,” I told the werewolf woman. “We genuinely just want to figure this out, but we need you to… act as a guide, I guess? And we’re not going to do this without our team. We stick together.”

Artemis’ mouth twisted, and she glanced at Asami again before her gaze snapped back to me. “I guess I understand that.”

“You know I would never do anything to hurt you, right?” Asami asked her. “We wanted to go speak to Ralph, because he knows Leo and the others already, but he’s in Vancouver.”

“You know Ralph?” Artemis asked, and her amber eyes widened.

“We do.” I nodded. “He’s a friend of ours, a good friend. We were hoping he could be our… escort in all this, but he’s… spending time with his family.”

Artemis nodded back, and I could see by the concern in her expression that she knew what I meant.

“Everyone’s safe,” Asami added. “His niece, Helen, she’s alive and well.”

“Oh.” Artemis visibly perked up at that. “And you guys really are his friends?”

“Promise,” I said earnestly. “So, will you come back with us? Help us figure this out?”

The werewolf woman paused for a moment but then nodded. “Yeah. Okay.”

The three of us drove back to the apartment, and it seemed the only thing of note that had happened since Asami and I left was when Kegan had gotten up. He, Kylah, and Carmen all looked up when we walked in, and Artemis tensed a little when she saw how many pairs of eyes were watching her.

“They’re really nice,” Asami murmured to her friend, and she looped her arm through Artemis’. “I promise. Everyone, this is Artemis.”

“You’re that werewolf friend we heard about?” Carmen asked in what I knew was her ‘trying really hard to be friendly’ voice, and Artemis nodded.

“You must be Carmen, then,” she said to my sister before she turned to the Campbells. “So, you guys are Kylah and Kegan?”

“Nice to meet you,” Kylah said with a warm smile, and Artemis nodded again.

“Sami says the five of you might be able to stop whoever’s killing lycanthropes around the city,” she said.

“Not ‘might,’” my sister said, and her expression was determined. “We will.”

Artemis grinned, and it was the first genuine smile on her face I’d seen since she’d greeted Asami.

The six of us then settled on the couch and chairs and began to work out a real plan. The top of that list was learning as much as we could about the werewolf society we were trying to ingratiate ourselves to.

“Lycanthropes have a strong sense of community, and family ties run deep,” Artemis explained. “That goes for chosen family, too, but since you guys aren’t really part of any werewolf’s family unit, that doesn’t really help you here. You’re strangers to the community, and you’re more likely to be treated with hostility than trust-- especially at a time like this.”

“So, how do we get them to like us?” Carmen asked.

“You’ll have to prove yourselves in some way,” Artemis said. “Lycanthropes admire loyalty and strength. The fact you’re advocating your loyalty to the wider magical community of LA by saying you don’t need payment is a good start-- that will pull some members onto your side already. The more individuals that accept you, the better.”

“Will you be able to influence anything?” I asked.

“Probably not,” Artemis admitted, and she wrinkled her nose a little. “My status in this situation would be… tenuous.”

“How so?” Kylah asked as she absently wrapped a lock of her blonde hair around her finger.

“My father is a mortal,” the werewolf said. “He had no idea any kind of magic existed until he met my mother and had me. I’m a member of the community in my own right-- like I said about the adoptive aspect, and my mother’s still in LA-- but in a situation that involves bringing more humans into the group, it will… not look very good if it comes from me.”

“People will question whether you’re more loyal to your mortal half,” Kegan said in a knowing voice, and he and Kylah exchanged a look. “We know the feeling.”

“But it’s good you still have people who love and support you,” Kylah added. “Don’t worry about us. We can make our own case, so long as you just, uh… get us in the door.”

“That I can do,” Artemis promised. “But once you’re in there, you guys are pretty much on your own, and you’ll have to show you don’t mean any ill will. You’ll be expected to defer to our leader out of respect, since you’ll be entering our space.”

“Reasonable enough,” I said with a shrug. “Who’s your leader?”

“Selene Ylva,” the werewolf woman answered.

“Is she, like… your ‘alpha’ or something?” Carmen asked, and Artemis’ expression turned vaguely repulsed.

“Absolutely not!” she scoffed and rolled her eyes. “The whole ‘alpha wolf’ thing is total crap. The guy who created that theory retracted it a few years later, that’s how wrong it is. It just got super popularized by human fantasy books or whatever.”

“It’s totally false?” my sister asked as she raised her eyebrows. “Well, shit. I had no idea.”

“No, I get you didn’t mean anything by it,” Artemis said. “But if you come out with something like that at the meeting, you’d probably get kicked out. Lycanthropes do have ‘packs,’ I guess, insofar as they have family units. Wolf packs in the wild are usually just families, and the so-called ‘alpha’ is just… the parent. Parenting their kids.”

“So, would you consider Selene to be the leader of your pack? In that capacity, I mean.” Kylah’s green eyes were wide with fascination, and I realized this was as new for her-- and quite possibly Kegan-- as it was for Carmen and me.

Was it because their upbringings inside the Sanctuary had been fairly sheltered, or was it uncommon for different species to talk about this sort of thing? Either way, I was kind of relieved Carmen and I weren’t the only ones learning new things, for once.

“Mm… yes and no,” Artemis said, and her nose scrunched up again as she thought about it. “As our leader, it’s her job to make sure we all adhere to the laws, and to discipline anyone who violates them. But she was democratically elected, so she could theoretically be replaced with someone else at some point. She’s been the head for fifteen years, though, and she’s well-respected.”

Someone who’d been in charge for fifteen years sounded good, I reckoned. Someone who was probably reasonable, level-headed, and would be at least a little bit open to hearing our case.

Or maybe that was just wishful thinking.

“It’ll be Selene’s job to decide how the community as a whole is going to tackle the murders,” Artemis continued. “So, ideally, the five of you will be able to appeal to her directly and get her on your side.”

“Is that likely?” Kylah asked. She was still curling a blonde strand around her finger somewhat nervously.

Kegan had evidently noticed this, too, because he reached up and pulled her hand away, and I shot him a grateful look, since I was sitting too far away from Kylah to have done it myself.

“Selene’s unlikely to dismiss you on principle, but her top priority is and always will be the protection of our… our pack, I guess.” Artemis said the last bit with a sigh, no doubt as she realized that ‘pack’ really was the best word to describe it.

I felt a little bad for smiling.

“But,” the amber-eyed woman then added. “With that in mind, she won’t tolerate any kind of slights. You’ll need to be respectful, and if you offend her, or anyone else, there’s not much I’ll be able to do for you.”

“Because you’re half-human?” my sister asked.

“Well, I am, and I’m not,” Artemis said, and she cocked her head again. “Genetically, I’m half-human, yes, but I’m not half a lycanthrope. There’s no dilution of my abilities. If I had kids, they would be just as likely to be lycanthropes as anyone without a human parent. It’s more like… like a dominant allele.”

“Oh, okay.” Carmen nodded, and there was unmistakable excitement in her tone. “So, if lycanthropy is dominant, and you had kids with a human… there’d be a fifty-fifty chance they were totally human?”

She spoke slowly, and I could see she was trying to recall senior biology, but Artemis nodded.

“Yeah, pretty much,” she said with a shrug.

“That’s so cool.” My sister grinned. “Magic is so cool.”

“That’s not magic, that’s biology,” I pointed out, and she waved a hand at me impatiently.

“You don’t think this whole world is just fascinating, though, Pip?” Carmen pressed. “This whole world we never even knew about. It’s just as complex as our world-- obviously, it’s a fully-fledged society all on its own-- but it’s so totally different!”

“It is,” Kegan said. “But the biological implications of mixed-species propagation probably won’t help us find who’s murdering these people.”

Carmen froze for a moment, almost like a video skipping forward a few frames, and then she gave a sheepish laugh.

“Right, right. Sorry.”

“You’re okay,” Artemis said. “I guess this all is pretty interesting to someone who isn’t used to it.”

“So, will the fact that you have a human parent be a problem?” Kylah asked. “Not that we intend to offend Selene, of course.”

“It’s less about that, and more the fact I’m still a juvenile,” Artemis explained. “Which is just any lycanthrope under thirty. Though, like I said, the fact you’re humans might make things a little extra difficult. Since I’m technically a ‘halfworlder.’”

“Oh, ugh,” Kylah said with a disgusted look. “They use that word, too? That’s awful.”

“We’re half-fae,” Kegan interjected, and he gestured to himself and Kylah. “We used to get called stuff like that when we were growing up. Halfworlder, half-breed…”

“Yeah…” The amber-eyed woman nodded knowingly. “Though, uh, not to be rude, but I could tell you guys were half-fae. You smell like flowers.”

“Oh!” Kegan said and let out a bright laugh, and suddenly all six of us were laughing.

I wasn’t even precisely sure what we were laughing at, but the levity was welcomed.

As we settled down again, I reckoned it made sense Artemis would be able to smell the Campbells were half-fae, because even I had noticed the scent of flowers when I’d first smelled Kegan’s blood, the night I’d met him. For a werewolf, I imagined it would be easy to detect that floral scent even without an open wound.

“But, yeah,” Artemis went on once we’d settled down, and her expression grew serious once more. “If you guys screw up and piss off Selene or the others, I won’t be able to vouch for you. Even if I wasn’t a juvenile, or part-human, one vote probably wouldn’t be enough for something like this. Everyone’s really nervous.”

“Rightly so,” Asami said and patted Artemis’ arm comfortingly. “But, I mean, you understood that we wanted to help, so hopefully they will, too.”

“Would there be any kind of… punishment?” I asked the werewolf woman. “Or retribution of some kind, if we make a mistake, or just get rejected, and you’re the one who brought us in?”

“‘Punishment’ is a bit strong,” she replied. “But there would definitely be those who would use it as an excuse to maybe keep our community more monolithic. There are some who think lycanthropes should just keep to themselves, that ‘mixed-species propagation,’ as you put it, Kegan, is a bad idea.”

“Yeah,” my sister snorted. “Because segregation and isolationism always worked so well in the past.”

I couldn’t help but wonder if the magical world’s tendency to keep things split by species was hampering them. I’d touched on it with Asami when we’d come across those supernatural discussion forums, but globalization and connectivity were useful, and people all over the world were bonding over common ground and finding they had more similarities than differences with other people. Granted, the supernatural world had the added hurdle of being composed of many different species, but there were still commonalities.

That was part of the reason why I was so determined to help solve these murders, because I wanted to prove the magical community was just that, a community. Something united and whole, despite the differences between the various species. If the Order was going to abandon-in-all-but-name the magical world, and focus solely on the integrity of the veil, then it fell to us, the people, to help each other.

“So, how do we come off as respectful, then?” Kylah asked Artemis. “Is there a dress code? Do we have to bow to Selene or something?”

“Nothing that… fancy,” Artemis said with a wave of her hand. “There’s like, basic etiquette, but it’s not like dealing with faeries where, if you say one wrong thing, they own your soul or some shit.”

“Oh, good, so I can tell Selene my name without accidentally dooming myself to a life of indentured servitude or whatever,” Carmen deadpanned, and Artemis shot her a smile.

“Precisely,” the amber-eyed woman agreed.

“So, what’s the basic etiquette?” I asked. “What title should we refer to Selene with?”

“Just ‘Head Ylva’ will do,” Artemis answered. “But there’s a middle ground to hit. If you’re too deferential, too groveling, you’re gonna be perceived as weak or like you’re laying it on too thick. You want to be respectful, but have your own self-respect, too, y’know?”

“Well, no one is going to think much about respect that comes from someone who doesn’t appear to respect themselves,” Kegan said with a shrug. “So, polite but not meek.”

“And don’t say ‘alpha’ to anyone,” my sister added.

“Do not,” Artemis agreed with a nod. “Also, the five of you might want to shower.”

“What?” Kylah asked.

“Holy shit, do we smell that bad to you?” Carmen gasped.

“No, you don’t smell bad, exactly,” Artemis said, and her nose scrunched up again. I wasn’t sure this time if it was because she was trying to think of the right words, or if she was smelling something unpleasant. “It’s just that… you all used a lot of, like, soap, hair products, and deodorant. Scented stuff. It’s kind of a lot. If you want a lycanthrope to like you, you don’t want to smell too strongly of anything-- especially not anything artificial. You’ll also want to avoid strong-smelling foods and drink a lot of water after you brush your teeth, so you don’t reek of mint.”

“I guess we’ve all got to go shower, then,” I said, and I turned to Artemis. “Anything else?”

“Remove any silver jewelry and don’t bring weapons,” she replied without missing a beat.

Both of those made perfect sense, though I had to wonder what Artemis’ opinion of most freelancers was-- or maybe it was the opinion of werewolves in general-- that she had to tell us not to bring any weapons. Certainly Kylah’s daggers, since they were plated in silver, would not make us popular with the locals.

In the interest of keeping things moving and remaining focused on the task at hand, I showered on my own this time, though I did stop to kiss Asami as she walked past me to use the bathroom next.

“What kind of clothes are okay for me to wear?” I asked Artemis, since she was just sitting on the couch and waiting for all of us to be cleaned to her nose’s standards.

The werewolf tore her gaze away from whatever daytime game show was playing to look me up and down.

“Anything you haven’t sprayed stuff on,” she said. “No cologne, no deodorant, no hair products. And preferably nothing you washed super recently. We don’t want it to stink of detergent. Something that’s sat in the drawer for a couple days.”

I went into my room and pulled out a t-shirt from the bottom of the drawer and a pair of jeans I’d genuinely forgotten I owned. When I walked back into the main room and presented myself to the werewolf woman for her inspection, she nodded.

“Pretty good,” she conceded, and I sat down. “I know this seems kind of stupid, but it really will help to make Selene and the others like you.”

“Hey, I understand.” I shrugged. “No one wants to spend a lot of time with someone who wears too much perfume. It’s cloying.”

“Yeah, it took my dad a couple attempts to get that one,” Artemis laughed, and a fond, reminiscent smile touched the corner of her mouth. “He thought he needed to be super clean, to make sure he didn’t stink, so for the first couple times he went out with my mom, he just smelled really strongly of all kinds of soaps and colognes. He figured it out eventually, though.”

“Good for him,” I chuckled, but then I sobered as a question came to mind. “If you don’t mind me asking… what was it like? Growing up with one parent who was so new to the magical world?”

Artemis glanced over at me again and looked me up and down for a moment.

“You’re pretty new to the magical world, aren’t you?” she finally asked, almost as if she hadn’t heard my question. When I nodded, she continued. “He… adjusted. Pretty well, all things considered. He and my mom separated after a couple years, though. The gap was just… too big to bridge. It happens to a lot of inter-realm relationships.”

“Does it?” I asked, and I thought of Kylah, Asami, and me.

Was I too late to the magical world? Were we technically an inter-realm relationship?

“Yeah, but not all of them,” Artemis told me, as if she could guess what my problem was. “When I was a kid, I mostly just saw my dad on weekends, and usually he would come to my mom’s house, because at first I was too young to understand why I couldn’t talk to everyone about magic and stuff. Once I got a bit older, I would spend more time with him in ‘his’ world, but it was my world, too, y’know? Even if it…”

“Didn’t really feel like it was yours?” I suggested. “Because it was all so new and unfamiliar?”

“Yeah.” She nodded. “Exactly.”

“Do you have any tips? For managing that, I mean?” I asked her. “Carmen and I are still… learning the ropes, I guess.”

“You just have to take everything at your own pace,” she said with a shrug. “You’ll figure out a way that works for you, how much you want to be in this world, versus how much you want to be in the human world. It’s different for everyone.”

“So, what’s your balance?” I asked.

“I’m in college, currently.” She smiled. “Post-grad. I wanna be an archeologist.”

“Would it be inappropriate for me to make a joke about digging up bones?” I asked with a smirk.

“Oh, extremely,” Artemis replied, but she smirked right back.

Once all five of us were cleaned and de-scented to Artemis’ standards, it was about time for us to head out. Artemis insisted we walk, because apparently even the short ride in Carmen’s car had been almost sickeningly overwhelming, and despite my sister’s protestations to the fact that the car was her baby, I had to side with Artemis and agreed we should walk.

I didn’t even have a super strong nose, and I could smell the gasoline from thirty paces.

“Thanks for doing this for us, Artemis,” Asami said to her friend as we walked. She’d foregone holding hands with either me or Kylah to hook her arm through Artemis’, probably to make the werewolf woman feel included. “I know this is… difficult. Bringing strangers in.”

“It’s okay, Sami,” Artemis said. “I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t trust you. And your judgment.”

For the most part, we walked there in silence, probably because none of us really had any idea what to expect. Artemis gave us all the tips she could on how to conduct ourselves, so from here on out, it was really all down to luck.

“That building, there,” Artemis eventually said, and we looked down along a long road to a building that sort of resembled a town hall. Curiously, though, while there were several people-- regular humans-- who were walking past it, none of them seemed to notice it.

Just like the Sanctuary in Denver.

We were literally about a hundred feet from the venue when Artemis stopped suddenly, and the rest of us had to stop, too, to avoid crashing into one another.

“Okay,” she said to us, but she kept her eyes fixed on the building ahead. “Before I bring you guys in, I’m gonna need to, like, get permission. So, one of you come with me, and the rest of you hang back for a few minutes.”

“Alright,” I said. “Who should go?”

“Not either of you,” Artemis said as she pointed to Kylah and Kegan. “Nothing personal, but you still smell quite strongly of flowers, which might put people off.”

“Fair enough,” Kylah said, and Kegan shrugged and looked unoffended.

“Asami, then,” I suggested. “Since you already know her.”

“No, you should go, Leo,” Asami said. She withdrew her arm from Artemis’ and took a step away from the werewolf woman. “You’re kind of our leader. It was your idea to even take this job up.”

“Yeah, you should go, Pip,” Carmen agreed with a nod. “Show them you’re loyal and strong, or whatever. We’ll wait for your signal.”

I looked at Kylah and Kegan, but they seemed to be in agreement, so I shrugged and turned to Artemis. She nodded firmly and began to walk toward the building, and I jogged to catch up to her.

Despite being several inches shorter than me, she walked briskly, and I had to almost quick-march to keep pace with her.

“Hey,” I said as we walked. “Just, uh, just so you know, I wanna thank you.”

“What for?” Artemis glanced at me.

“I know you’re kind of putting a lot on the line for us, even though you only really know Sami,” I said. “But I want to promise you that your trust isn’t misplaced, and we’re gonna do everything we can to find out what’s killing those people.”

“I appreciate that,” she said with a small smile. “But if I’m being perfectly honest, I don’t trust you. Not yet, anyway. But I trust Sami, so I’m doing this for her.”

“Oh,” I said, and I really had no idea how to respond to that.

“It’s nothing personal,” Artemis explained. “Really. It’s just… you’re a stranger, y’know? And times being what they are right now… I’m sure you’re a really good guy, Leo, but I don’t personally know you well enough yet to say whether I trust you.”

“Y’know what? That’s fair,” I said with a slight laugh. “I respect that, honestly. You’re being careful.”

“Exactly.” She nodded. “But I like Asami, and I’ve always known her to have pretty good judgment. She clearly adores you.”

“Well, I adore her, too,” I said, and I felt my cheeks heat up a little. “Her and Kylah… they’re like, the lights of my life, or whatever. Oh, man, that sounds cheesy.”

I tried to deflect it with another laugh, but Artemis wasn’t going to let me get off easy.

“Hey, don’t hide from your feelings,” she teased, but then her expression grew a little more serious. “It’s sweet. The three of you are really sweet. Honestly, it was the way you looked at Sami in my apartment that made me decide I was okay to go with you guys. I figured no guy who looks at his girlfriend like that can be a very good liar.”

“Um… thanks?” I said, and as I frowned a little with confusion, Artemis snickered and punched my arm lightly.

“Don’t worry, it was a compliment,” she assured me. “So, yeah. I have a feeling I’ll end up trusting you eventually, if only because you’re totally head over heels for your girlfriends.”

“I’ll take that,” I said with a grin and punched her shoulder back.

Artemis smiled at me, and it was wide enough that I could see her canine teeth were slightly pointed, just the barest clue that she wasn’t human.

We came to the front doors of the building then, and two large men-- who I figured were werewolves long before I was close enough to see their auras clearly-- flanked the entrance.

“Artemis,” one of them said with a nod, and Artemis nodded back. “Who’s this?”

“Leo Rivera,” Artemis answered. “Him and his team of freelancers reckon they can help with the… deaths.”

“Him?” the other one snorted, and then he sneered as he looked me up and down. “You won’t find paid work here, kid. We didn’t go to the Order, and we’re not gonna. Try somewhere else.”

“I’m not here for pay,” I said. “My team and I, we just want to help.”

“What?” the first guard scoffed. “You want to help a bunch of magicals you’ve never even met? Out of the goodness of your hearts?”

“Yes,” I said firmly. “We’re part of the magical community, same as you guys. We have to look out for our own, right?”

Both men narrowed their eyes at me. One of them, the one who’d greeted Artemis, had eyes similar to hers, only more yellow. The other, the one who’d snorted at me, had gray eyes like Ralph. Other than that, they were nearly identical, with the same fair skin, dirty-blond hair, and broad, muscular builds.

“Please,” I said to them both. “Just let us sit in the meeting and make our case in front of Head Ylva. We just want to help.”

There was another long, tense pause, and I had a feeling that both men were at least considering tearing me to shreds.

“Alright,” the yellow-eyed one said after a long moment. “If you wanna make fools of yourselves in front of every lycanthrope in L.A., that’s your prerogative.”

“Thanks,” I said, and I tried to sound genuine rather than mocking as Artemis waved the others over.

And, for better or for worse, we walked into the wolves’ den.


Chapter 5

The interior of the building looked just as much like a town hall as the exterior, and as Artemis led me and the others down a long hallway, we passed several doors with shiny brass plaques with people’s names. One of them was ‘Conleth Edan-Chander,’ and I leaned forward to tap Artemis on the shoulder.

“Conleth works here?” I asked, and she nodded at me over her shoulder.

“He’s a social worker,” she said. “Trained and certified by a legitimate human organization, but he helps us with things like job applications and permits. A lot of lycanthropes don’t have, for example, human education qualifications.”

“You didn’t go to a human school?” I asked, and I wondered what the level of education was within the magical community. Kegan and Kylah seemed pretty well educated, but they’d been raised within the Sanctuary, so I imagined they hadn’t covered things like trigonometry or photosynthesis or the Civil War.

“I did-- or at least I went to a human high school,” Artemis answered. “Since I could list my father’s address on my school record. But Conleth helped with the paperwork to transfer me there as a new student. If anyone ever tells you they went to Faust Elementary in Massachusetts, it means Con handled the paperwork.”

“And by ‘handled,’ you mean ‘forged,’ right?” Carmen asked the werewolf woman with a grin.

Artemis gave what I could only describe as a ‘wolfish’ smile and nodded.

“Will he be here tonight?” I then asked, because even though I hadn’t met the phoenix man, it would have been useful to have him here to vouch for our legitimacy. Surely Ralph would have mentioned us to him, after we’d helped find Helen, and from how the two wolves at the front door had behaved, we would need every bit of goodwill we could get.

“No, I think he went up to Canada to spend time with Ralph,” Artemis replied. “At least, that’s what I heard.”

I was a little disappointed to hear that, but I reckoned it was good Ralph was getting support from his partner after going through something as awful as thinking his niece might be dead. Not to mention the fact that she was kidnapped by a chimera. Those things weren’t even supposed to be real, for crying out loud.

Once we reached the end of the corridor, Artemis led us into a large hall. It looked like the sort of place where a community Christmas party or an after-school club for young children might be hosted, but right now it had been filled with row upon row of fold-out metal chairs, about half of which were already occupied.

“I had no idea there were this many werewolves in Los Angeles,” Carmen muttered to me under her breath, and I nodded.

I’d kind of assumed there were maybe a hundred or so, but there were easily three hundred chairs in here.

“After seers, werewolves make up the largest proportion of the magical community,” Asami said. “Since they reproduce naturally, unlike vampires, and their traits aren’t prone to ‘dilution,’ like faeries, harpies, phoenixes, et cetera.”

“Because lycanthropy is like… a dominant trait?” I asked, and I cast a look over at Artemis as I wondered if this was a politically correct way to phrase it, but she didn’t seem bothered by my wording.

This might have been because she was more focused on the fact that several people-- more than several, maybe a third of the hall’s occupants-- were watching us.

It made sense, I supposed. Werewolves had sensitive noses, and if they could smell that Kylah and Kegan were half-faeries, they could probably also smell how Carmen, Asami, and I were human. For a moment, I wondered if they could smell, or tell in some other way, that Artemis had a human parent, but maybe not. I doubted even a nose as keen as a werewolf’s would be able to smell recessive genes.

This didn’t change the fact we had at least thirty pairs of eyes watching us, though.

Asami cleared her throat a little awkwardly and began busying herself with getting settled in a chair, like it was the most engaging task in the world. Kegan just looked down at the ground like he was trying to will himself to become smaller, even though he was the tallest person in our group. Meanwhile, Carmen looked around at the people watching us with an unflinching gaze, as if daring them to say something, and I reached out to touch her arm.

“Maybe ease off with the death glares, Monkey,” I told her. “We want them to like us. Trust us.”

“Artemis said they respect confidence,” my sister said, and her eyes remained defiant. “Plus, they should know it’s rude to stare.”

“You could also argue that it’s rude for a bunch of humans to enter an all-werewolf meeting about a spree of all-werewolf murders,” I pointed out.

“Point taken,” Carmen admitted, and she stopped glowering at the werewolves who were watching us and took a seat to the right of Kegan.

On Kegan’s left was Kylah, then Asami. I sat down so Carmen was on my left, and Artemis took the seat on my right. Even by this point, a good forty percent of the seats were still empty, and the meeting clearly wasn’t starting yet, so I turned to Artemis.

“Are we gonna be expected to like, stand at a podium and debate someone?” I asked her.

“No,” the amber-eyed woman said with a shake of her head. She didn’t look at me as she spoke, though, and instead kept her eyes fixed on the stage at the front of the room. “I expect someone will comment on your attendance sooner or later. If they don’t, Selene will at some point ask for questions or suggestions, and you can present your case then.”

“And the risk of us just getting kicked out?” Carmen asked, and she had to lean forward in order to see past me at Artemis, who still didn’t look away from the stage at the front.

“Provided you don’t do anything super rude, you’ll be fine,” she said. “Contrary to what human popular culture likes to tell you, we aren’t savages.”

I looked Artemis up and down and decided I could use many words to describe her, but ‘savage’ was definitely not one of them. No part of her gave me the impression that she wasn’t in total control of what she was doing, or that she didn’t have very good reasons for the decisions she made. ‘Savage’ was a word that was often overused by people who couldn’t be bothered to put in the time to learn how someone else’s mind worked. Everyone had reasons for the choices they made, even if it looked random or weird to an outside observer.

My train of thought was cut off when a middle-aged woman stood up from her seat on the other side of the room and walked over to us. I saw the line of Artemis’ shoulders tense, and I tensed myself.

Was this woman going to confront us over being here? Was she going to start a scene to get us kicked out?

“Artemis, honey,” she said once she was close enough, and the endearment sounded so genuine-- genuine with a hint of concern-- that it completely caught me off guard. “Who are your… friends?”

“I’m Leo,” I said to the woman before Artemis could say anything, and I extended my hand to her. The woman looked at it for a moment but then took it, and as we shook hands, I pointed to the others. “This is my sister Carmen, Kegan and his sister Kylah, and that’s Asami.”

“Oh!” The woman’s slightly wary expression turned cheerful at the mention of the researcher’s name. “I’ve heard of Asami. It’s lovely to put a face to a name. I’m Phoebe, Artemis’ mother.”

Mother? I looked at this woman, and for a long moment I was sure I’d misheard.

At first glance, Phoebe looked nothing like Artemis, with her fair skin, straight blonde hair, and slender, sylph-like build. But then I took note of the shape of her jawline, and the striking amber color of her eyes, and I was forced to admit there was a resemblance.

“Lovely to meet you,” I said graciously, because even if I was surprised, that didn’t mean I was going to forget my manners.

“And you,” Phoebe replied. “But, uh, what are the five of you doing… here?”

I appreciated the delicacy of her tone, but there was no mistaking she was a little uncomfortable at having five non-werewolves at this meeting.

“We heard about the awful attacks over the past two weeks,” I told her. “Since Artemis is a friend of Sami’s, she offered to escort us here tonight, because we think we might be able to help.”

“Oh…” Phoebe said, and she cast a furtive glance at her daughter.

I understood that look. She either thought her daughter had brought five Eyes or five freelancers into this meeting, and given the magical community’s general attitude toward Eyes and freelancers, she didn’t know which possibility was worse.

However, I was denied the opportunity to explain how we weren’t looking for money or to ridicule a community in crisis, because at that moment, a man stepped out onto the stage, and everyone in the room hurried to their seats like children at an assembly.

“Honey,” Phoebe said as she turned to head back to her chair. “Just be sure about what you’re doing.”

“I’m sure,” Artemis said, and she leveled her mother with an even, confident gaze.

I didn’t miss the pride in Phoebe’s amber eyes, and she gave me a small nod before she headed back to her seat.

Once everyone was sitting down, the man on the stage nodded and walked off to the side without saying anything. A moment later, a woman of about forty walked out onto the stage.

My first impression of this woman-- no doubt Selene Ylva, head of the local lycanthrope community-- was that she looked more like a vampire than a werewolf. Her skin was alabaster pale and flawless, and she carried herself with the composed grace of an aristocrat or a dancer. Dark red hair was twisted up into a glossy, chic knot behind her head, and she wore a fitted black dress with a high collar and a hemline past her knees.

She walked across the stage, and her high heels clacked against the varnished wood as she came to stand behind the podium.

The room was silent as a church.

“Thank you all for assembling here this evening,” she began. “It warms my heart to see that even in times of fear and uncertainty, we can still come together and hopefully figure out a solution to what has been plaguing our community these past two weeks.”

She looked up then, and for a moment that was just slightly too long to feel accidental, Selene Ylva made direct eye contact with me. I knew then even if she hadn’t said anything to the room, even if no one in the room had said anything to her, she knew there were three humans and two half-fae at this meeting.

“Before we begin, I would like to take a moment to honor and remember those who we have lost,” Selene continued, as if everything was perfectly normal, or as normal as anything could be at a meeting to discuss the deaths of four people. “I know I speak for each and every lycanthrope in this room when I say Jaci, Kenyon, Ayla, and Lowell were members of our community-- our family-- and they will be sorely missed. What befell them was not just a crime, but a tragedy, and even as we search for answers, and for a perpetrator to punish, we must not forget the best legacy for those we have lost is to love those who are still with us, and to make sure none in our community are forgotten.”

Her words were delivered with the practiced cadence of someone who was used to giving speeches, and there was no doubt she’d been doing this job for a while. Everything about Selene Ylva had the polished sheen of a career politician.

“I called this meeting tonight so we might discuss how best to move forward, and to hopefully establish some directives to keep ourselves and each other safe while we search for the culprit. At the same time, do not take this meeting as a sign that we must live in fear. We must not allow this terrorism of our community to prevent us from living full lives, but we also must not take unnecessary risks.”

“Unnecessary risks?” one of the people in the room called out, and a moment later a thirty-something man with dirty-blond hair stood up and pointed right at where I and the others were sitting. “Like bringing a bunch of humans into this meeting? Don’t think I didn’t smell them when you brought them in here, Desir. I’m surprised you didn’t bring your mortal father in here, too.”

“Don’t you dare talk to my daughter that way!” Phoebe cried out angrily, and she stood from her own seat to glare at the man.

“Of course you’d take her side,” the man scoffed. “You’re the one who married a human in the first place. Was he not the only one? Are that lot the rest of your brood?”

“Randall, Phoebe,” Selene said in a stern tone, and both of them turned to look at her, even as their body language was taut with anger.

Without saying anything further, they both sat down.

“I admit, I am curious about why this meeting of the lycanthropes of Los Angeles has five human guests,” Selene then said in a very even tone. It was a tone that wasn’t dangerous… yet. A tone that could become dangerous if one wasn’t careful.

Artemis awkwardly rose from her seat, and the room was so silent that the squeak of the chair legs against the floor echoed loudly. Then the amber-eyed woman raised a fist to her mouth and cleared her throat before speaking.

“Head Ylva,” she said, and as I looked at Artemis, I suddenly became very aware of what she’d meant when she’d said she was a juvenile. She was a petitioner before the queen, here, and the unease-- the knowledge that she was stepping out of line, and for my benefit-- was evident in every line of her posture.

I felt a wave of respect and slight awe at that moment, for this woman who I’d only known for a day, if that. She must have been truly committed to be going this far to help us, and by extension her community.

“I know it’s… unorthodox, to bring humans here,” Artemis continued. “But I want to assure you I didn’t do this carelessly. I have good reason to believe these people could help us here, help us find who has been killing our brothers and sisters.”

“For all we know, they’re the ones doing the killing!” another werewolf-- not Randall, but still a man-- shouted from the crowd, but they didn’t stand up this time, so I had no idea which one had spoken.

“Yeah!” a third voice said. “You might’ve just dragged the murderers in here and handed them a list of every target they’d want to hit!”

“More likely she’s rolled out a red fucking carpet for a bunch of Eyes,” a fourth voice scoffed, and this one belonged to a woman. “If we wanted you stuck-up Order types here, we’d have gone to the Sanctuary. Do us all a favor and fuck off back to Colorado-- we don’t need you coming into our hall, acting all superior and laughing at mourning families!”

“Hey!” Carmen snapped, and she jumped to her feet.

When I turned to look at her sharply, I saw that one of her hands was on Kegan’s shoulder, and he was staring very hard at his lap with his jaw clenched and his hands curled into loose, deliberate fists on his thighs.

“Monkey,” I said in warning, and my words were half-hushed, even though I knew it was pointless. Everyone in here literally had dog-like hearing. “Maybe don’t.”

“But--” my sister began, and she turned to look at me, but I kept my gaze stern. After a few moments, Carmen relented, and with a pout, she sat down crossly, with her hand still on Kegan’s shoulder.

“They’re not Eyes,” Artemis announced loudly, and her tone was icy cold with conviction. “I would never have brought Eyes here.”

“Artemis,” Selene said, and despite the increasing tension in the room, her voice remained steady.

I was pleased to see my impression of her as someone who was reasonable and level-headed was being proved correct.

“Head Ylva,” Artemis said, and she inclined her head respectfully.

“I don’t doubt your loyalty to this pack,” Selene told her. “But it was unwise of you to bring five humans in here. They may have told you that they are not Eyes, but humans are adept at deception.”

“They’re not Eyes,” a voice said, and I looked out across the room to see, of all people, the bartender from the previous night. When we locked eyes, he didn’t smile at me, but he gave a small nod of his head, a tiny show of respect and solidarity. I nodded back, because if I’d learned one thing from all Ralph and Artemis had told me about werewolves, they valued loyalty. “They used to be, but they left. They know the Order only care about the veil. They left because they want to actually help the magical world.”

“We do,” I said and I rose from my own seat so I was standing beside Artemis. “Head Ylva, I swear to you on… on my sister’s life that we truly just want to help you. We have experience in hunting killers. We might be human, but we also have the second sight, which makes us as much a part of the supernatural world as you. You said yourself that none in your community must be forgotten, and we agree. So, we want to offer our services.”

“In return for what price?” Randall demanded, and his voice was scathing, but Selene raised a hand to silence him.

The gesture was sharp, dismissive, even, and her eyes did not leave mine. I noticed then they were a similar yellowish color to one of the werewolves who’d been standing at the door outside.

“We want no payment,” I said. “Genuinely. Artemis told us before we came here that this issue hadn’t been brought to the Order and wasn’t going to be funded by them. We’re not here for money, we’re here to help the magicals of Los Angeles feel safe.”

“Why come now?” another voice from the crowd demanded, but I’d stopped trying to identify them by that point, because I knew nothing useful would come of it. “Why wait until four of our brothers and sisters were murdered?”

“We didn’t know,” I answered honestly. “Until two days ago, we were in Oregon, dealing with another threat.

“Then--” the voice began, but they were cut off when Selene spoke.

“This is not an interrogation of suspects,” she said in a firm tone. “And we have not assembled here to act as jury. Young man, what is your name?”

“Leo Rivera,” I replied as I stood tall.

“Well, then, Leo Rivera,” the redheaded woman said. “Would you care to explain-- without interruptions, this time-- why five humans with no close ties to the lycanthropes of this city would suddenly come forward to offer their aid?”

I inclined my head as respectfully as I could. While I didn’t appreciate the general air of mistrust around me and the others, I was at least thankful Selene had told the rest of the werewolves to remain quiet, which meant she was at least going to actually hear us out before she made a decision.

“The Order only cares about keeping magic a secret from humanity, about protecting the veil,” I told her. My voice rang out clearly in the near-silent room, and I wondered if some of the werewolves were holding their breaths, because there was no way three hundred people could be this silent. “Once we realized none of the Eyes really cared about protecting the people within the magical world itself, we left. We want to help people, because we’re as much a part of the supernatural world as each of you. We should not have to live in fear in the one place where we can be our full, true selves. We should not have to choose between safe secrecy in the human world and the dangerous honesty in the magical world. And neither should you.”

Personally, I felt like my little speech was pretty impressive, considering I’d had to come up with it on the fly. I could only hope Selene thought the same.

“I see,” she said when I was done. “I admire your conviction, Leo Rivera. I’m sure you’re aware that lycanthropes value loyalty. To one’s family, and to one’s community.”

“Thank you, Head Ylva.” I bowed my head again. “Those are noble things to value.”

“But,” Selene went on, “do you have anyone who can corroborate this? Someone who does not have something to gain if we allow you entry into our pack?”

A part of me felt a flush of irritation. While I understood Selene, as the head of the werewolves here, had to be very careful about any decisions she made, I was beginning to feel like we were just going in circles.

But I knew getting angry and showing it wouldn’t do anything to convince the werewolves we were on their side. We needed to demonstrate that we could be trusted, preferably by showing that some of them already trusted us.

And if Artemis wasn’t considered important enough, as a juvenile and a half-human, maybe someone else would suffice.

“If you won’t take my word, or Artemis’ word, how about Ralph Chander’s?” I asked.

Several people inhaled sharply. I reckoned I would have gotten a similar reaction if I’d just cursed loudly.

“Ralph Chander.” Selene narrowed her eyes, more out of concentration than suspicion. “He is a well-respected member of our community. Loyal. Hardworking. And he is conveniently absent from this meeting.”

“Because he’s in Canada, with his sister,” I said. “His niece, Helene de Luna, went missing a few weeks ago. She was traveling from Vancouver to visit him and went missing in Oregon. He went to the Order for help, but they refused to get involved, so he went there himself and ran into us. My companions and I managed to rescue Helen and return her safely to her uncle. If Ralph was here now, I promise he would tell you the same.”

Selene looked marginally less mistrustful of us now, but she clearly wasn’t convinced yet.

“And how did you come to know Ralph Chander?” she then asked me.

“We were investigating the recent disappearances of half-faeries in Los Angeles,” I answered. “One of the missing individuals was Jamison Hawthorn, a friend of Ralph’s. We went to him, hoping to get information about where Jamison had last been seen.”

“So, if I were to contact this Jamison Hawthorn, he would be able to tell me that you and Ralph know one another?” Selene asked.

This made me pause, and I glanced down at Carmen and the others.

“I… don’t know,” I admitted. “I only met Jamison once, when we rescued him.”

Selene tapped one finger on the edge of the podium where she gripped it, and the rhythmic sound seemed to echo in the still quiet room.

“I remember hearing about these disappearances,” she said at last. “And I remember when several of the missing individuals were returned safely to their homes. There was talk that they’d been rescued by two half-fae Eyes. I presume the two half-fae sitting beside you are one in the same?”

“Yes, but we’re not Eyes,” I corrected.

“That you aren’t,” Selene said with a nod. “The five of you have walked in here, risking scrutiny and hostility. You have been insulted by members of this community and effectively interrogated in response to your simply offering help. More than that, you insist you don’t want any payment. I cannot think of any Order members who would weather such treatment for nothing in return.”

Something small and hopeful blossomed in my chest. Had I actually managed to win over this shrewd politician of a woman?

“As I said before, lycanthropes value loyalty,” Selene continued. “The five of you have shown loyalty to your community and to your morals by coming here tonight, and I will not let this go unnoticed. This pack is in dire need of help. Four of our number have been murdered, and more may yet die if we do not do something. You claim to have the experience and skills to stop this threat. Is this true?”

“I have complete faith in my companions,” I told the werewolf woman. “We recovered the half-fae, and we killed the creature in Oregon. I believe we can stop whoever is killing your brethren.”

Selene nodded. It was a firm, sharp gesture, and I could tell even before she’d spoken that she had reached a decision. Though I genuinely had no idea what the decision was, I remained hopeful. I trusted Artemis, and I had spoken honestly.

“Leo Rivera, please step forward,” Selene said, and I began to edge past Artemis to step out into the center aisle of the room.

“Pip,” Carmen said as she reached up to catch my arm, and her expression was tight with worry.

“It’s alright, Monkey,” I told her, and I patted her hand until she let go of my sleeve and let me move. I moved past Artemis and walked down to the front of the room, until I was right in front of the stage where Selene stood at her podium.

She looked down at me, and from this closer distance, I could see a thin white scar near her hairline, above her right eyebrow.

“Artemis, if you could also follow?” Selene requested, though she kept her eyes on me as she said it.

I heard the wooden floor creak under Artemis’ feet as she came to stand beside me at the foot of the stage. Selene then stepped back from her podium and walked off toward the wings.

“If the pair of you could follow me,” she said over her shoulder. “This is something best discussed in private.”

I looked over at Artemis and hoped I would find an answer in her expression, but the amber-eyed woman just shrugged and gestured for me to follow Selene. I took the fact that Artemis didn’t look nervous as a good thing, and I cast one last glance back at the rest of my group, who were still sitting in their seats. I made eye contact with Carmen, and even though I could clearly see she was nervous, she nodded at me encouragingly.

So, I followed Selene backstage.


Chapter 6

Behind the stage was the sort of stuff one would expect, like abandoned props covered in a thick layer of dust, piles of rope, and a whole lot of cobwebs. Selene paid no attention to any of these things, however, and she continued walking until we emerged in a similar hallway to the one Artemis had led us down when we’d first entered the building.

Selene stopped before a door with a frosted glass pane. The little brass plaque next to the door had her name on it, and when she opened the door, she revealed a study filled with bookshelves, overstuffed leather chairs, and a handsome writing desk at the far end.

She walked in and, still without looking at either me or Artemis, gestured to the leather chairs. “Please. Sit.”

Artemis and I sat, and Selene took her own seat behind the desk.

“Let me begin this by saying I believe you, Leo Rivera,” she said.

Inside my chest, a knot of worry I hadn’t even realized was there suddenly relaxed, and I could breathe a little more easily.

“Thank you, ma’am,” I said, because it seemed the polite thing to do.

“I know a lot of this seems… confrontational,” Selene went on. “But you must understand that we have been, in no uncertain terms, terrorized. These past few weeks have been a dramatic change in our community. Ralph is well-known throughout the magical side of Los Angeles as someone trustworthy and approachable, and he is admired within our own pack for those qualities.”

“I admire Ralph, too.” I nodded. “He’s a really good guy. That’s part of the reason my friends and I wanted to come and help you all.”

“And I would be grateful to accept you and your friends’ offer of help,” Selene said. For the first time since she’d walked out onto that stage, she smiled a little, and it transformed her from someone formidable, like a principal you knew not to cross, into someone friendlier, like a stern aunt. “Provided you agree to one condition first.”

“And what condition is that?” I asked, and I raised my head slightly. No matter what it was, I was determined. Something was murdering these people, and there was no telling when it would strike next.

Nothing was going to stop me from killing it.

“Lycanthropes value loyalty, but also strength,” Selene told me. “So, you must prove to us you have the strength to protect this community. Duel one of our own, and win, and we will help you with anything you need to defeat this scourge.”

Now that she said it, I wasn’t surprised this was the condition. When I’d first met Ralph, he’d insisted on fighting me one on one before he gave me any information about Jamison Hawthorn. I’d wondered before if that had been a werewolf thing or a Ralph thing, and now I guess I had my answer.

Ralph also told me afterward that he’d intended to give me the information on Jamison regardless of whether I won or lost. I reckoned it wasn’t totally ridiculous to assume the same thing would apply here. Selene and the other werewolves were probably more interested in proving my determination than my physical prowess, but I was still going to do everything I could to win.

If nothing else, I didn’t want to look stupid in front of several hundred werewolves, including Artemis, who’d put a lot on the line to even get us here tonight.

“That’s it?” I asked Selene. “I duel one of you, and if I win, you’ll trust us?”

“If you agree to duel one of us, and thereby accept our way of doing things, it will send a clear message to the people that you respect us,” the redheaded werewolf explained. “I have been urged by many of my advisors and constituents to close ranks, and I confess I have felt the temptation, too. But I know if we isolate our community from the rest of the supernatural world, it will only make us more vulnerable, even as it may feel like we are protecting our own.”

“A group of humans coming forward without prompt is unusual,” Artemis added.

It was the first time she’d spoken since entering this room, and I noticed a shift in her tone. She was a little less brash here and a little more careful. I could tell she respected Selene deeply and didn’t want to antagonize or offend her.

“Almost unheard of,” Selene agreed with a nod. “But I know humanity is capable of great kindness as well as great cruelty-- as is every species. If you agree to the duel, and you indulge our apprehension, you will earn our trust and our assistance. I believe you can find and stop whoever is killing lycanthropes in Los Angeles, and if you do, it will go a long way to strengthening interspecies collaboration within the wider magical community.”

I couldn’t help but grin at Selene.

“That was exactly what we were thinking,” I said, and her eyebrows raised in mild surprise, so I elaborated. “I think a big problem facing the magical world is that it’s all so separated. For the most part, lycanthropes stay with other lycanthropes, vampires stay with other vampires, and so on. If we all… mixed a bit more, if we all realized we’re part of the same community, we’d be a lot safer and a lot stronger.”

“The strength of the wolf is not its fangs, but its pack.” Selene nodded again. “The Order’s done a lot to damage that idea. It prioritizes humanity, even though many magicals have ties to both sides of the veil, especially humans like seers.”

“That’s exactly why we don’t associate with the Eyes,” I said. “So, you’ll permit us to investigate? You’ll give us access to your records, stuff like that?”

“Provided you fight,” Selene clarified. “You have my word.”

“And you have mine,” I replied. “So, when do we fight?”

“It could probably happen right now, if you’re open to it,” Artemis said, and I turned to her in surprise.

“What?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if, when we walk back out into the main meeting hall, everyone will have tidied away the chairs so there’s space for a duel,” Selene admitted with a wry smile. “There will likely be a number of individuals who will volunteer to fight you.”

“Like that Randall guy?” I asked, and I couldn’t help but grimace.

“No,” Artemis said. “Anyone who doesn’t want your help, who completely mistrusts you, they won’t offer to duel. The lycanthropes who volunteer will be those who believe you can possibly do something to stop the killings. Those who want to see you succeed.”

“Do you all, like, fight recreationally?” I asked as I looked between the two werewolves.

“You say that like humans don’t,” Selene replied in a somewhat amused tone. “Most of your sports come from people fighting. Boxing, wrestling, and so on.”

I had to give her that, at least.

“Alright, I’m fine to do it now.” I shrugged. “The duel, I mean. The quicker we get it over with, the quicker my friends and I can get to actually stopping this thing before anyone else gets hurt.”

Selene regarded me from behind her desk, and her yellow gaze was entirely unflinching. It wasn’t like when Artemis had looked at me in her apartment. I didn’t feel like prey being hunted by a predator, though, strangely, that hadn’t been an entirely unpleasant sensation. Instead, I felt like I was being measured. Judged.

Evidently, Selene Ylva did not find me wanting.

“I think I am beginning to see what impressed Ralph about you so much, Leo Rivera,” the redheaded werewolf said to me, and then she rose from her desk and walked toward the door. Once again, the heels of her shoes clicked smartly on the polished wooden flooring, and that sound was the drumbeat as she and Artemis led me back down the corridor and into the main hall, where my duel apparently awaited.

After I pushed through the heavy layer of curtains at the back of the stage and entered the hall again, I saw Artemis had been right. In the few minutes since Selene had led me out of there, people had risen from their seats and folded them up. A group of five werewolves were shoving large stacks of folded chairs into a cupboard in the far corner of the room, and everyone else had assembled in a crowd around the stage so there was a semicircle-shaped gap where, presumably, the fight would take place.

Carmen, Kylah, Asami, and Kegan were all standing on the far right of the stage. My sister had returned to her technique of not letting herself be cowed and held her chin up high, but next to her, Kegan clearly still felt a little uncomfortable, and his gaze darted around nervously. Kylah and Asami were holding hands, and even from a little distance, I could see how pale their knuckles were from how tight their grip was.

I went over to them with the most encouraging smile I could manage.

“Selene’s on our side,” I told them. “If I duel one of the people here, and win, they’ll help us. It’s like… a test of conviction and strength.”

“Like when Ralph asked you to duel him before he gave you information about Jamison?” Kylah asked me.

“Exactly like that.” I raised my hand to cup her and Asami’s faces, and then I kissed each of them on the forehead. “So you guys can relax, it’s all in hand.”

“Yeah, but what if you lose?” Carmen asked, and I could see that despite her proud posture, she was also nervous. “Do they kill us for daring to come in here?”

“Of course not,” I snorted. “We’ll probably just have a harder time figuring out who murdered those poor people, because we won’t get any inside help. But we got by without inside help in Oregon, we can do it again if we need to.”

“Just promise you won’t do anything stupid, okay?” my sister pressed.

“Of course not. Doing stupid stuff is your thing, not mine.” I shot her a grin, and Carmen scowled, but I could see she was a little less tense because I’d been in a good enough mood to make a joke.

Without looking away from me, she reached out a hand to Kegan, and he took it without a moment’s hesitation.

For the millionth time, I found myself thanking whatever twists of fate had led me to have the four of them behind me, my new family. No matter what happened, I knew we would support one another through it. Even if the fight was going to be one on one, I would have them calling on encouragement.

I turned away from them then to look up at Selene, who had resumed her position on the stage, but now she stood in front of the podium instead of behind it. Artemis was also standing on the stage, but she was a few paces behind her leader.

“Leo Rivera has made his case to us,” Selene announced to the crowd. “And I have decided to trust him. In accordance with our traditions, he will duel one of us to prove his loyalty to his cause and his community. If he succeeds, we will offer our every assistance to help him locate and destroy whoever or whatever has been killing our brothers and sisters.”

I noticed Selene did not announce what the result would be if I lost. I hoped I wasn’t just being naively optimistic when I took that to mean she might help us anyway, and the fight was more about-- as she’d said-- proving my loyalty than about victory.

“Does anyone wish to step forward and offer themselves as an opponent?” Head Ylva asked the room.

“I will,” a voice said, and a young man about my age stepped out from the crowd. He was dark-haired, with a typical California tan, and gray eyes.

I wondered for a second if all werewolves had gray or yellowish eyes, but I resisted the urge to look around and stare at the others right now. I didn’t want to look like I was distracted-- or worse, disinterested.

The young man approached me and stretched out his hand.

“I’m Mani,” he told me as I took his hand, and we shook firmly. “Lowell was my brother.”

The name ‘Lowell’ was familiar, and I remembered Selene’s opening speech at the start of this meeting. She’d named the four victims of the killer so far, and Lowell had been the most recent, the one whose body had been found by the bartender’s sister’s partner, with his eyes bleeding.

“It’s… nice to meet you, Mani,” I said. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Do you really think you can stop whoever’s killing us?” he asked.

“I’ve killed monsters before,” I told him. “And I can promise you I’m going to try my hardest.”

“Does anyone wish to contest this challenge?” Selene asked, but the room was silent.

I wasn’t sure if that was because no one else in the room wanted to help me prove myself, or if they’d silently agreed Mani, as the brother of the most recent victim, was the best choice.

“Very well then,” Selene went on. “Gentlemen, please prepare.”

Mani nodded, and we dropped hands. He then took a couple steps back and shrugged off his jacket. I took that as a cue to do the same and passed it to Kylah. The blonde woman’s face was a cool mask of professionalism, even though she still had a mutual death grip on Asami’s hand.

This entire situation had the weird feeling of being both very casual and very formal, and I looked up at the stage, not at Selene, but at Artemis. She was watching me closely, and even though she was a werewolf, the intensity of her gaze and the color of her eyes reminded me of a hawk.

The large werewolf man who’d stepped out onto the stage at the start of the meeting, the one who hadn’t said anything, stepped forward now. He looked first at Mani, then at me.

“No weapons,” he rumbled. “This includes any kind of blade or club or offensive magic. You may not cast spells on your opponent, or use any object except your own body. Understood?”

Mani and I both nodded, and the werewolf man stepped back to allow Selene to take center stage again.

“Remember,” she said, not just to Mani and me, but to the entire assembled crowd. “The strength of the wolf is not its fangs, but its pack. This is not a duel intended to divide us, but to prove the strength of ourselves and those who would be our allies.”

“Not the fangs, but the pack.” The murmured words came from three hundred voices and sounded almost like a trance, so much so that I had to suppress a shiver.

With the sheer weight of three hundred auras packed so tightly together, I had to concentrate a little to block them out so I could focus only on Mani. I’d never had to concentrate to ignore auras before-- at least, not since I’d been a little kid, long before I’d learned what those silver lines were-- but there were just so many of them here.

“Gentlemen.” Selene raised her hands slightly as if physically handing something over to Mani and me. “Whenever you’re ready.”

I looked over at Mani. I didn’t really want to be the one to attack first. At the very least, it would come off as a little rash and overly aggressive, plus I knew from experience it was better to hang back and get as good of a sense of your opponent as possible, rather than jump in right away.

But was that true here? I was relying on stuff I’d learned in the military, techniques meant to be applied to fights between regular humans. Sure, werewolves were the closest species to humans in the magical world, but they still weren’t human. They didn’t have human reflexes and, to an extent, didn’t have a human’s psychology. The decision a human would make in a fight would not necessarily be the same decision a werewolf would make.

This train of thought was interrupted, though, when Mani barreled into me and tackled me to the ground.

Pain lanced up my spine as I collided with the hardwood floor, and my coccyx took the brunt of the impact, but I didn’t let that distract me for any longer than it took my brain to recognize it had happened. Then I shoved my forearm up into Mani’s throat to wind, disorient, and force him to look away from me at the same time, and I used the distraction to partially get out from underneath him. Once I was far enough out from under him, I raised a foot and slammed it down so I stomped on his right shoulder.

This both forced me further away from Mani and dazed him for a moment, and I used the chance to scramble back to my feet. But the moment I straightened up, a fist drove into the side of my head, and I staggered sideways. I was knocked back into the stage and paused for a second to realign my balance. The fist had come at me from my right, Mani’s left. If he was left-handed, I would need to watch my defense that much more closely.

But I was on my feet now, at least, and a fight was a lot easier to win when you were standing up. Mani moved forward to hit me again, and I raised my right arm to block his left. Unfortunately, because I was right-handed, that meant I needed to use my less dominant arm to hit him back, and even as I struck, I knew the blow felt off-kilter.

It hit, but it didn’t do nearly as much damage as I’d hoped. I’d just missed his solar plexus, so while I’d hurt him, I hadn’t winded him like I’d wanted to, and he used his free arm to grab my left wrist, hold it against him, and pin me in place before his knee came up and drove into my hip.

I gasped but didn’t let myself focus on it. I needed to think about this properly. I’d won a fight against Ralph, a much larger opponent than Mani, and I was sure it hadn’t just been because Ralph had been going easy on me. He was large and strong, but I was quick, and I was smart.

Mani’s next hit was aiming for my stomach, but I managed to twist myself out of the way and get my right arm free, though he still had a tight grip on my left. I used the fact that he was still holding onto me to leverage him around so he was the one trapped against the foot of the stage, and with my dominant hand free, I drove a fist into his temple, and the werewolf man staggered.

If he hadn’t been leaning against the stage, I reckoned he would have fallen to the floor, but through some determined grit, or just the fact that as a werewolf, he was stronger than I was, he remained upright.

I realized then what the problem was: Mani was stronger than I was, which also meant he was going to be a lot harder to knock down. I needed to land more hits and dodge more retaliations than he would have to if I was going to win this thing.

I needed to be smart about it, I needed to actually think.

The werewolf man at the start of the fight had said we couldn’t use any offensive magic, we couldn’t cast any kind of spells on our opponents, but he hadn’t said a thing about using magic on ourselves.

So, what if I used my amplification abilities?

I’d amplified Kegan’s and Carmen’s auras when we’d been hunting for the chimera, and I’d amplified Kylah’s too when the five of us had set out to finally kill it. If I could amplify their magical strength to bypass a dead zone, maybe I could amplify my own physical strength. It wouldn’t be as dramatic, but I didn’t need it to be.

I just needed it to be enough to win.

Kylah and Asami had talked about how my ability would naturally flow into an affinity for earth-related magic. That was how I’d collapsed the cavern on top of the chimera, too. So maybe I’d done this sort of thing before and directed my magical power not outward but inward, and that was how I’d held my own against Ralph, not just in our first fight, but when he’d barreled out of the woods and tackled me with no attempt to hold back.

And if I could use my magic like that to win a fight against Ralph Chander, then Mani would be a cakewalk by comparison.

This all flickered through my mind in a second, and in that second, Mani regained his bearings enough to drive another blow at me. I caught it, and as I moved, I tried to imagine my own magic fortifying myself. In the same way I’d visualized Kegan’s magic as a river to redirect it away from the pool that siphoned his spells’ power, I imagined my magic encasing me like some kind of body armor, something even a werewolf’s strength couldn’t pierce.

So, when Mani threw another punch and hit me in the stomach, I barely felt it. In the same way a bulletproof vest absorbed and redirected the force of an impact and left a nasty bruise, the pain where his fist struck me was lessened, and I didn’t even step back.

Mani looked up at me and was clearly baffled, but I didn’t give him a chance to try and strategize his way out of this. For all I knew, he had a magical affinity that would allow him to counteract this, or just his sheer lycanthrope strength would be enough, and he’d stop holding back.

I called up the mental image of me being protected by my own magic, of the power boosting my physical strength and endurance, and I fought. Each time Mani landed a blow, I felt it, but I was able to shrug it off, because it didn’t feel as painful or as damaging as it should’ve been. Meanwhile, I could see he actually felt the blows I managed to land on him, and slowly but surely, I was wearing him down.

As we fought, I wondered if this was what it would feel like if I somehow got turned into a werewolf or a vampire. Would I go through the world with my pain threshold lowered and my capacity for retaliation increased? It was a terrifying and darkly enticing concept, but I pushed it aside as I focused on the fight.

Mani was still going strong, but I was strong enough to match him now, and I ducked to dodge a left-handed punch and drove my own fist into his chest. This time, I hit him squarely in the solar plexus, and he staggered, clearly on the ropes, so I just needed to power through a little longer. My head was beginning to pound from having to concentrate on two things basically at the same time, and I knew my ‘magical shield’ wouldn’t last much longer.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Kylah and the others watching me. The blonde woman’s expression was still fixed in that mask of professionalism, but I could see the glitter in her green eyes that was hope and nervousness and excitement all at once. Next to her, Asami’s mouth was set in a determined line, and I could practically hear her voice in my head.

She’d told me about how no one wanted to watch the people they loved struggle, how no one wanted to feel like they couldn’t help. That was how the werewolves felt, with no idea how to stop these murders. It was how Asami and the others felt watching me deal with this fight on my own.

I turned my attention back to Mani and saw the determination in his eyes. I wasn’t offended by it, if anything, I was grateful. He was giving his all in this fight and making me prove the full capacity of my strength to the other werewolves. He wanted justice for his murdered brother, and he trusted I could help deliver it.

Which meant I had to give my all, too.

This time, when I wound back my fist, I put every ounce of mental and physical power into it that I could. Mani was still doubled over from when I’d caught him in the solar plexus, but he looked up at me as he prepared to strike me back in the stomach. I was quicker, though, and when my fist collided with his chin, he was literally knocked back onto the ground and was almost lifted clean off his feet.

He sprawled out across the hardwood floor, and for a few seconds, he didn’t move. Then he let out a grunt and sat up on his elbows. One hand probed underneath his chin, and he winced at his own touch.

I stepped forward and offered a hand. I wondered for a moment if he’d take it, considering I’d just beat him in a fight, regardless of what the purpose of the fight had been. But he didn’t hesitate, and when I pulled him to his feet, he kept hold of my hand and shook it firmly.

“I concede,” he said, and he spoke loudly so there was no question that everyone heard him. “Leo Rivera won this fight.”

“Thanks,” I said to him. Not because he’d thrown the fight, but because he hadn’t. He’d trusted me not just to help him get justice for his murdered brother, but to do so honestly.

“Don’t thank me.” Mani met my eyes with a serious expression. “Just find the bastard who killed my brother.”

I nodded and then turned to look up at the stage, where Selene was still standing. After the chaos and roughness of the fight, it was a little disorienting to see her standing there looking so severely flawless, without so much as a hair out of place.

“You’re clearly committed to your cause, Leo Rivera,” she said. “You fought like one of us, and I think it’s safe to say you have us convinced.”

She ducked her head a little then, so she was at the perfect angle to let her yellow gaze bore into mine. There was not a cell in my body that doubted how deadly this woman could be. Not just in a physical sense as a werewolf, but in a political sense, too.

“So,” she said. “How can we help?”


Chapter 7

The first thing I wanted was to wash my face and hands to get the blood off them. Most of it was mine, but I didn’t want to run the risk of accidentally turning myself into a werewolf because too much of Mani’s blood got into my veins.

I didn’t actually know the precise amount required for the transformation to take place, or if blood was more potent than saliva, or if the stage of the lunar cycle had any influence over it. But I knew I didn’t want to find out by using myself as a guinea pig.

“I, uh… is there a place I could clean up, first?” I asked Selene. “Before we get down to business?”

“Of course.” The redheaded woman nodded. “My office has a washroom attached.”

I bowed my head in both gratitude and deference and began to make my way through the crowd at the edge of the semicircle-shaped fighting space. As I moved, I found there was very little jostling and pushing involved since the werewolves seemed to be moving out of the way for me, not quite as fluidly as a parting sea, but definitely making an effort to help me get out.

I was almost at the edge of the crowd when I felt a hand on my arm, and I looked over to see Phoebe staring up at me with those intense amber-colored eyes her daughter had inherited.

“You’re doing a good thing,” she told me. “I know lycanthropes don’t always… everyone says we’re so similar to humans, but we’re still different.”

“I know,” I said. “I’m not offended. I’m just glad you all have chosen to trust me and my friends.”

“I trust my daughter’s judgment,” the woman replied.

I remembered my conversation with Artemis outside the building, about how she didn’t know me well enough to trust me yet, but she trusted Asami and so was willing to give me the chance to prove myself. I guess that was just a smaller version of what was happening here.

“Make sure she stays safe,” Phoebe added, and her grip on my arm tightened. It was probably just meant to be a light grip, but since she was a werewolf, it was tight enough to hurt, and I struggled not to let my wince show as I nodded.

“Of course,” I answered. “I might not be a lycanthrope, but I protect those in my group, too.”

The painful grip then relaxed, and Phoebe dropped my arm and let me pass.

Kylah and the others were a short distance behind me, and as soon as Artemis shut the door to Selene’s office behind them, Kylah and Asami both surged forward to hug me tight.

“I know you’ve fought bigger opponents, but that was intense!” the blonde woman said in a fraught tone as the researcher pressed kisses to my cheek.

“Don’t worry, I know what you mean. It was… a strange one.” I decided I didn’t want to tell them about how I’d managed to manipulate my magic-- at least not until we were back in our apartment with fewer pairs of werewolf ears around.

“You feeling okay, Pip?” Carmen asked me once Kylah and Asami had assuaged their concerns and seen that, while I was a little beat up, I was mostly fine.

“Well, I’ve felt better,” I laughed. “But I won, and the werewolves are willing to help us, so all in all I’m doing pretty good. Could use a bit of a clean-up, though.”

“You should do that,” Asami agreed, and there was a slight furrow in her brow. “I think I’m also going to recommend you take some wolfsbane later, just to make sure none of Mani’s blood causes a transformation.”

I couldn’t help but glance over at Artemis as Asami said that, and I wondered what the werewolf woman would think of her friend saying that so casually, as if her lycanthropy was a disease to be prevented. I guess, technically, from a biological point, it sort of was, but it still couldn’t feel very nice.

Artemis, though, seemed unconcerned, and when she caught me looking, she shrugged.

“The transformation is incredibly taxing,” she said. “The mental and physical strain is pretty massive, so if you’re turned through being bitten or ingesting blood-- rather than being born-- there’s another hurdle, so to speak, because your body has to rebuild itself on a near-molecular level to grow accustomed to the change.”

“So… you’re not offended?” I asked, because the last thing I wanted to do was offend any of the people whose trust I’d just fought literally tooth and nail to win.

Especially not Artemis, since she actually seemed pretty cool.

“Not at all.” The amber-eyed woman shot me a grin. “It would be a huge readjustment to every aspect of your life, and people don’t like change. Just make sure you keep any wolfsbane far away from me, okay, Sami?”

“Obviously,” Asami said with a laugh, and she rolled her dark eyes.

I, meanwhile, located the door to the washroom, which was charmingly disguised as another bookshelf, except there was a sort of brass button protruding out of the floor. When someone stepped on it, the bookshelf-door’s latch clicked, and it swung forward on hinges to reveal the washroom.

It was just big enough for two people, so while Artemis chatted with Kylah, Kegan, and Carmen about how to go forward and where to start the investigation, Asami squeezed into the washroom beside me and began to wash away the worst of the damage.

Said damage was primarily confined to my face and knuckles, and she made quick, efficient work of it, as if she’d kept on with her training as a healer and never gone into researching. I smiled down at her despite the fact that a pretty steady haze of pain was starting to envelop me. Clearly, whatever trick I’d performed to make myself slightly less susceptible to damage in the fight was a temporary measure. A useful one, for sure, but not a cure-all to be used all the time.

“You got hit in the stomach a few times,” Asami said as she did the two-finger trace thing over the cuts on my face and hands. “How do your ribs feel?”

“Sore, but whole,” I answered.

I’d cracked enough ribs in the military to know the difference between ‘badly bruised’ and ‘fractured.’ I lifted up my t-shirt for Asami to run her hands over my abdomen, which wasn’t even discolored yet, and a few moments later the pain vanished.

“You really are incredible,” I said to her, and I caught her hand as I lowered my t-shirt and kissed her fingertips. “My own little guardian angel.”

“I could say the same about you,” she pointed out. “About anyone in our group, really. We all watch out for each other, like we’re our own little pack.”

I grinned at her and decided I really liked that comparison. We were a pack of our own. Fiercely loyal and as close as family. I knew any one of ‘Team Rivera’ would have my back in a fight and would do their best to protect me, just as I would do the same for them.

Artemis had sort-of said that was the reason she’d agreed to help Asami, to help all of us. She’d seen how much we cared for each other and decided we were worth the risk.

“Yeah, we are,” I agreed, and I leaned forward to kiss her lips softly. “We stick together, no matter what. Yeah?”

“You bet,” Asami said with a smile. “You’re stuck with us now, you and Carmen. For the rest of your lives.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I promised.

We emerged from the washroom a minute later, and Carmen threw my jacket back to me. I shrugged it back on, and Asami and I walked into the little circle that had formed as the other four had discussed where to go next.

“It would be good if Selene would let us have a look at whatever records she has on the deaths,” Kegan said. He was no longer standing with his head bowed and fists clenched, like he wanted to be anywhere but here. I reckoned that was mainly because he no longer saw this building as full of potential enemies, or himself as an arrogant trespasser, but I was also beginning to suspect that despite his sister and girlfriend both being extremely outgoing, he himself was pretty introverted.

“She’d probably let you look,” Artemis said in a thoughtful tone. She had her arms folded and was leaning up against the doorframe. “But not alone. There’s no way someone outside the pack would be allowed to look at those records without being supervised.”

“Supervision is just fine,” Kylah assured. “We just need to know as much as possible about the deaths.”

“Ideally, we’d be able to get a look at the bodies,” Asami admitted, and she looked over at Artemis apologetically. “But, obviously, I know people will be thinking about funeral arrangements, and we absolutely wouldn’t want to interfere with that at all.”

“You might be able to look at the bodies,” Artemis said in an almost blank tone. I and the others all stared at her, and she shrugged. “They’re in the building.”

“They’re fucking what?” Carmen deadpanned, and Artemis shrugged again.

“This building is like… the one-stop hub for the community,” she said. “We have meetings, weddings, even funerals here. There’s a morgue downstairs where bodies are… prepared. None of that formaldehyde stuff for preservation like you guys use-- for one thing, it really stinks, and you all know by now what lycanthropes are like about strong smells. But it’s cold, and bodies are usually good for a few days even without all those fucked-up chemicals.”

“You have a morgue?” I asked, and I wasn’t sure whether to be pleased about the convenience or mildly unsettled about the dead bodies in what I had, until a few seconds ago, thought was a perfectly normal community center.

“Well, we can’t store them in human hospitals and funeral homes,” Artemis snorted. “Someone would notice there was something not right about them. And I’m sure it comes as no surprise to you all that we like to be close to our loved ones. There’s no way we’d condone them sitting in some human morgue with god-knows-how-many other bodies, stinking up the place with their chemicals or their decomposition.”

“So, we’d be able to see the bodies?” Asami asked. “Have a look for ourselves and maybe figure out what killed them?”

“I think Selene would be alright with that,” Artemis said, and her nose scrunched up slightly as she thought it over. “Of course, it goes without saying you guys would need to be respectful.”

“Obviously,” I said with a nod. “The last thing any of us want to do is make you feel like we don’t take you or your traditions seriously.”

“He did just get beat to hell trying to prove that exact point,” Carmen added.

“Hey.” I scowled playfully at my sister. “I won that fight!”

“Still got beat to hell,” Carmen said as she casually inspected her nails.

I rolled my eyes at her and focused my attention back on Artemis, who was clearly still deep in thought about something. Kylah came over to stand beside me and threaded her fingers between mine, and she gripped my hand tightly. She didn’t say anything, and I didn’t say anything, but neither of us needed to. The way she held on to me was enough.

“Jaci’s funeral has already been held,” Artemis then told us. “A few days ago. Her family also decided to leave the city for a bit, to… get some space. Her mother was from San Francisco and grew up in that pack, so they have family there.”

“But the others?” Kegan asked. “Kenyon, Ayla, and Lowell, right?”

Artemis nodded, and I was impressed the blond man had remembered the names of the three other victims. Lowell was easy enough, since he was the most recent, and I’d just fought his brother, but I admitted I’d forgotten the others’ names amidst my struggle to get the werewolves to see we meant well. More and more, I was getting the sense Kegan was extremely intelligent, and while he was excellent support in a fight, his truest talent lay in research-based stuff, like Asami.

“Kenyon’s funeral is meant to be tomorrow, so he’ll already be, uh… prepared. But Ayla and Lowell should be available for you guys to view, if that’s alright?”

“I don’t know if I would call being able to see a dead body ‘alright,’ but it’ll be useful,” Carmen said with a wrinkled nose. “We’ll need to be supervised for that, too, I presume?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Artemis agreed. “And there might be a… limit. To the number of people allowed in there.”

“Carmen and I will sit it out, then,” Kylah said easily. “Carmen’s more used to engines and technology, and I was never that dedicated a student when it came to the researching side of things.”

The blonde shot Asami a sheepish, adoring smile, which the dark-haired woman returned. I had a feeling that despite Kylah’s statement, she’d nonetheless spent a lot of time in the library growing up, between her brother’s clear interest in those things and the fact she’d been mutually besotted with Asami for years.

Just then, a shadow appeared on the frosted glass of the office door, and Artemis stopped leaning on the frame so it could open. Selene walked in, and she looked me up and down and gave a polite smile when she met my eyes.

“Good to see you’re cleaned up,” she said. “So. Have you decided what you need from us?”

“We’d like to see the bodies of the victims, if that’s allowed,” I said in the most respectful voice I could manage. A ‘meeting the girlfriend’s parents’ voice. An ‘interview for your dream job’ voice.

“I see…” Selene murmured, and her head tipped to the side slightly as she thought.

I wondered if it was just a coincidence that Artemis did that, too, or if it was a werewolf thing.

“I think that could be permitted,” the redheaded woman finally said with a careful nod. “But of course, I would like to stress the need for utmost respect when dealing with the deceased. And only three of you would be able to enter at once.”

“We’ll be extremely respectful,” I promised her, and I looked toward the others.

“Asami should go,” Kylah said before anyone else could broach the notion of who got to go into the morgue. “She’s clearly the smartest one in the group, she’ll see things we’d all miss.”

“I agree,” I said firmly. “I was thinking Kegan for the same reason.”

“Why, I didn’t know you thought so highly of me,” the blond man said with a wry smirk.

“That’s his secret, he’s a big softie,” Carmen drawled from where she was leaning with her elbow on Kylah’s shoulder.

I wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or slightly afraid that my girlfriend and my twin sister got along so well. I reckoned Kegan was similarly unsure.

“So, Kegan and Asami,” Selene said, and she pointed to each of them in turn. “And I presume you, Leo, will be the third?”

Honestly, I’d assumed Artemis would be the third, since she was a werewolf and might be able to give some insider details about the bodies. But then, whoever was going to supervise us would also be a werewolf, and I supposed, after my fight with Lowell, I was kind of meant to be the leader of the group.

“Alright,” I said with a nod. “If that’s okay with you.”

“The three of you are welcome to stay here,” Selene then said to Carmen, Kylah, and Artemis. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you not to touch anything.”

“Of course not, Head Ylva,” Artemis said in a ruthlessly polite tone. She stood like a soldier just then, with her hands clasped behind her back, her feet shoulder-width apart, and her chin raised.

Selene smiled in a kind, almost indulgent way and gave a graceful nod, and then she walked out of her office. After a moment’s hesitation, Asami, Kegan, and I followed her further down the hallway.

“Rudy is the man in charge of preparing the bodies for funerals and making sure they’re kept in optimal conditions,” Selene explained as we walked. “We prefer not to use the harsh preservation chemicals that many humans use, partly because of the smell.”

“I hear they’re also really bad for the environment,” Kegan added, and the way he murmured the sentence made me wonder if he’d even intended to say it out loud.

But Selene was a werewolf, so of course she heard.

“I should have expected a half-faerie to be very concerned about environmental impacts,” she said in an almost amused voice. “But rest assured, you’ll find none of that here. Rudy will also be happy to answer any questions you have about the state of the bodies.”

We came to the end of the hallway then, and the door was different to the others in the hallway for the fact that it didn’t have a frosted glass pane, and the brass plaque was on the door instead of next to it. It simply read No Unauthorized Entry.

Selene opened the door to reveal a staircase lit with fluorescent lights and began to descend, and the heels of her shoes echoed on the steps. Part of me was a little unnerved, but I guess a werewolf morgue could only be so inviting. At the very least, it didn’t seem like she was deliberately trying to freak us out.

At the bottom of the staircase was the mortuary. It looked like every morgue I’d seen on TV, with a wall of refrigerator compartments for individual bodies, a couple of dissection or preparation tables in the middle complete with run-off trays around the edges, and an enormous sink on the far wall.

There was a door on the opposite side to the fridge compartments, again with a pane of glass in it, but it was clear, and inside I could see it was clearly an office, with filing cabinets, a desk, and a man writing at that desk. He looked up when we walked in since he no doubt was able to hear our footfalls, and his eyes widened when he saw Selene standing with us.

“Head Ylva,” he said as soon as he exited the office. There was a coat rack beside the office with white lab coats hanging from it, and he reached for a coat and pulled it on without looking away from Selene. “I didn’t realize the humans would want to get started right away.”

“They’re committed to their task, Rudy,” Selene told him. “I hope you won’t mind helping them with what they need?”

“Of course not,” Rudy said firmly, and only then did he actually look at me, Kegan, and Asami as he plucked a pair of disposable rubber gloves from a box and pulled them on. “If you say you can stop whoever’s doing this, I’ll give you anything you need.”

“Thank you,” Asami said in an earnest tone. “We were hoping you could show us Ayla’s and Lowell’s bodies?”

“Certainly,” Rudy said, and he walked over to the fridge compartments.

I looked over at Selene, and the redheaded woman met my gaze, nodded gracefully, and then went back upstairs, no doubt to attend to any number of other duties she had as the head of the pack.

Rudy unlocked two compartments and pulled out two bodies covered with white sheets. Then he folded back each sheet just far enough to reveal the individual’s face.

The first of them was a near-perfect replica of Mani, though his tan looked sallow. Thin trails of blood, turned black from age, ran from the corners of each eye.

“I didn’t realize Lowell was Mani’s twin,” I said, more to myself than the others. I tried to imagine what that must have been like for Mani, finding out not only that his brother had been murdered, but having to come down here and see his mirror image lying dead on a slab.

If Carmen died, it would destroy me, and I couldn’t imagine the pain Mani was going through right now. I didn’t even dare contemplate what the world was becoming for him now, when every mirror and every reflection was a reminder of what he’d lost.

“Twin or triplet births aren’t uncommon in lycanthrope families,” Rudy said. “Families who have been all-lycanthrope for several generations tend to have twins more often than single births.”

“I heard a rumor the bodies were physically fine, aside from bleeding around the eyes,” Asami murmured, and she leaned in close to Lowell’s body and examined it from every angle. “Are there any injuries to his person, other than the bleeding?”

“None I could see,” Rudy answered. “No lacerations, no broken bones, not even any signs of bruising. The only other thing that might be of interest is this.”

He pulled the sheet further down and exposed Lowell to his waist, and then he picked up the dead man’s right arm and held it up to the three of us so we could see something underneath his fingernails.

“Did he scratch whoever attacked him?” I asked, but Rudy shook his head.

“This is his own DNA. Skin from his scalp. But it’s on all ten of his fingers, and a lot of it, so I don’t think he was just scratching an itch.”

“He was clutching his head,” Asami said. She announced it, really. Her tone was confident, with no room for error. “He was in pain, and he clutched at his head. The bleeding around his eyes is from internal cranial pressure.”

“You think?” Kegan asked her, and he, too, began to lean over the body more closely. “What causes that?”

“Any number of spells, but they would leave a trace of magic,” the researcher said. “Something to be picked up. Leo, do you see anything?”

I squinted hard and mentally tapped into my ability to see auras. I could see Kegan’s, Asami’s, and Rudy’s, but not Lowell’s. That wasn’t surprising, though, seeing as he was dead. And I couldn’t sense anything else.

“No,” I said after a few moments. “No lingering magic, no aura. He’s just… dead. Like he just dropped in the street.”

“Hm…” Asami hummed in a way that meant she had a theory, but she wasn’t yet confident enough about it to present it to the rest of us. She straightened and looked at Rudy. “Can we see Ayla, please?”

Rudy nodded and folded back the sheet from the second body. This one was as uncomfortable as Lowell’s, but for a different reason. While Lowell had an eerily-perfect copy still running around in the form of Mani, Ayla was young. As young as Helen de Luna, I reckoned.

“How… how old was she?” I asked quietly.

“Her nineteenth birthday would’ve been next week,” Rudy said in a solemn voice. “Her parents got her a camera. She liked photography.”

I swallowed hard, but it didn’t get rid of the lump in my throat, and I saw a hint of tears shine in Asami’s eyes as she bent low over Ayla’s body and scrutinized the same blackened streaks of blood that ran from each of her eyes.

“Does she have skin under her fingernails, too?” Kegan asked Rudy, and he nodded.

“All four of them did,” he said. “But we couldn’t sense any spell magic, so they weren’t cursed or anything. We really have no idea what killed them.”

“I do,” Asami declared. “Ghost possession.”

“What?” Kegan snapped his head up. “You think?”

“It’s the only thing that fits all the signs,” the Japanese woman said firmly. “The ghost’s aura would have become entangled with theirs and would have dissipated entirely once they died. No actual spell would have been cast, though, hence why no magic was detected. The strain of having, effectively, two souls inside their heads was what killed them. Their minds, their psyches, were just… too full.”

She broke off then, swallowed, and took a moment to recompose herself. Her voice wobbled a little as she spoke again.

“They would have… they would have been in a lot of pain.”

“You figured out it was ghost possession that quickly?” Rudy asked, and he seemed genuinely awed. “You… I see now why Artemis was so convinced about you all.”

“Like Selene said, we’re committed,” I told him, and then I turned back to Kegan and Asami. “So, if it’s ghost possession, does that mean we know who’s killing them?”

“Not yet,” Kegan answered as he pursed his lips. “We need to figure out whose ghost it is first. There are a few ways we can narrow down the criteria, but it’s not going to be simple. There’ll be a lot of research.”

“There always is,” I said with a shrug. “But at least we know what the, uh… method of attack is.”

“Tell the rest of your pack to stock up on sage,” Asami said to Rudy. “Burning sage deters spirits, even restless ones, and it should do something to keep you a bit safer. It won’t do anything if the ghost is already inside someone’s head, though, so you’ll have to be really vigilant about prevention.”

“Understood.” Rudy nodded before his gaze flickered back to the bodies. “Can I… can I put them away now?”

“Yes,” I said, and my voice was softer and smaller than I meant it to be, because even though we’d made progress, my eyes kept drifting back to Ayla and how young she was.

That could’ve been Helen. Or, worse, it would never have been Helen. The chimera would have eaten her, and her family would have never even gotten a body to bury.

Right now, though, that seemed like a pretty paltry consolation. Having concrete proof that your child was dead must have been… awful. On the one hand, maybe the closure was helpful.

Or maybe it was crushing Ayla’s family under its weight.

Kegan, Asami, and I said thank you and goodbye to Rudy and walked back up to the main level of the building. With each step away from the morgue, my mood lightened a little, and by the time I re-entered Selene’s office, I managed a small smile but still went to hug Carmen immediately.

“You feeling okay, Pip?” my sister asked me for the second time tonight.

“I love you,” I murmured as if she hadn’t said anything. “You know that, right? No matter how much I piss you off or how much you piss me off, promise me you know that.”

“I…” Carmen began, but then she faltered, hugged me tighter, and nuzzled my shoulder with her nose. “I know. And you know I love you, too, right?”

“I do,” I said, and only then did I let her go.

“The five of you are welcome back here at any time,” Selene told us. “And if you need anything further for your investigation, you need only say so. Did you make any progress?”

“We believe we’ve determined the cause of death.” Asami nodded. “We think it’s ghost possession.”

“Ghost possession?” Selene echoed, and her expression darkened. “I suppose we’ll need to buy a lot of sage, then.”

“I told Rudy to do just that,” the researcher said with a nod.

“We haven’t yet started to investigate whose ghost is doing the possessing, though,” I told the redheaded woman. “But we’ll keep you informed.”

“That’s all I ask,” Selene replied. “Thank you. All of you. For doing this for our community.”

“Thank you for being willing to trust us,” I said with a shrug, and then the six of us walked out of her office, out of the building, and into the crisp night air.

It had been early evening when we’d arrived at the meeting, but it was now definitely late, and Kylah turned to Artemis when we got outside.

“Are you sure you’ll be alright to get home by yourself?” she asked, and Artemis nodded.

“I keep sage and a few other essentials in my apartment,” she answered. “It’s like a ten-minute walk from here.”

“Alright…” The blonde woman looked extremely unconvinced. “But you text as soon as you get in, okay? Here, take my number.”

There was a few minutes’ pause as we all exchanged numbers with Artemis, but Kylah at least looked less concerned when the werewolf woman bade us a cheerful wave goodbye.

“It’s been a… taxing night,” I said to Kylah as we walked. Carmen and Kegan were up ahead speaking in low voices, and Asami, Kylah, and I walked three abreast a little behind them.

“It has,” the blonde woman agreed with a sigh.

“We all need something to take our minds off things,” Asami said. “We made progress, after all. We got the lycanthropes to listen, and we know what’s killing them. This was a good night.”

“It was,” I said, and something tentative and warm unfurled in my chest. “We’re going to save them, aren’t we?”

Kylah managed a proper smile at that, and she nodded.

“And I think I’ve just thought of something to cheer us up,” she told Asami and me, and she squeezed each of our hands excitedly.

“Oh? And what’s that?” I asked, and the half-fae woman’s green eyes sparkled.

“We have yet to test if the bed in the apartment can handle all three of us at once.”


Chapter 8

The three of us tried to play it cool as we walked back to the apartment with Carmen and Kegan, but the pair of them looked similarly preoccupied as they walked a little ahead of us. Carmen’s hand was laced with Kegan’s while her other arm wrapped around his bicep, and her head leaned on his shoulder. I took a moment to pause my growing excitement and anticipation to reflect on how pleased I was that my sister had found someone who made her happy like Kylah and Asami made me.

Then Asami’s hand squeezed my ass, and that moment was over. I turned to her with a dangerous smile, and she just grinned back at me, shameless, as Kylah moved around and slung an arm around her waist. The blonde woman dropped a kiss into the crook of the researcher’s neck as we all continued walking, and when Kylah looked up at me, her green eyes shone with something like hunger.

All five of us bade distracted, hurried goodbyes to the others as we made beelines for our rooms, and the moment my bedroom door was closed behind me, I pulled Asami into my arms and kissed her hard. She squeaked against my mouth but then melted into me, and her arms came up to wrap around my shoulders as I felt Kylah press the length of her body against my back.

Her hand reached around me to tangle in Asami’s long, dark hair and caress her cheek while she began to trail kisses down the side of my neck, and I was losing myself in the sensation of these two wonderful women, who I loved so much I almost felt like I was going to burst.

“Fuck.” I pulled away from Asami’s mouth and cupped her face in both my hands. My lips brushed lightly against hers as I just paused for a second to catch my breath, and then I kissed her again before I stepped to the side, turned so I could face Kylah, and kissed her, too. I felt the blonde woman grin against my mouth as she kissed me back, and then she pulled away to kiss Asami, and I was happy to just watch the pair of them.

After a few moments, Kylah pulled away slightly to look at me, and that same mischief glittered in her eyes as she tangled a hand in Asami’s hair and tugged the other woman’s head back to kiss at her throat. Asami looked over at me with her lips slightly parted and her face flushed, and I moved to stand behind her and swallowed her gasping breaths with a kiss of my own.

“So beautiful,” I murmured to her, to both of them. “Absolutely gorgeous.”

“Take off your shirt,” Asami told me as Kylah continued to run her tongue along the column of her neck.

I grinned and complied happily, and after I’d flung my t-shirt into the far corner of the room, I reached around the blonde woman to pluck at the hem of Asami’s own t-shirt, and my fingers grazed the strip of bare skin above the waistband of her jeans.

“Now you,” I said, and Kylah snaked her hands under Asami’s sweater and shirt and helped the dark-haired woman lift them up, over her head, and toss them in the same direction as my own shirt.

I grinned and let my hands fall to Kylah’s hips as the blonde woman leaned forward to kiss Asami, and she slowly ran her hands up the researcher’s torso to squeeze her breasts. Asami gave a soft gasp at the feeling and reached up to cup Kylah’s face and kiss her back, while I rolled my hips against the blonde’s and dropped kisses onto her still-clothed shoulder. There was a heady, enthralling aspect to watching the pair of them, and I felt my desire for them both grow-- literally-- as I watched.

“Leo…” Asami panted as she pulled away from Kylah’s kiss. “Something’s not quite right here.”

“No, it isn’t,” I agreed with a wry smile as I caught onto the dark-haired woman’s meaning immediately. I reached down and pulled Kylah’s t-shirt over her head, and Asami bent to mark each newly-bared inch of skin with another kiss until she was kneeling on the floor before the pair of us and mouthing kisses along Kylah’s bare stomach.

“Shit,” I groaned before I could help myself, because the sight of Asami, fierce and clever and beautiful, on her knees like that for me-- for us-- was addictive.

“I think we should take these off,” she purred as her fingers played at the button of Kylah’s fly. “Don’t you?”

The blonde woman gasped softly, and one of her hands combed roughly through Asami’s long, dark hair as the other reached up behind her to cup my face and pull my mouth to hers.

I smiled against her mouth as my hands ran up her stomach, and I groped at her still-covered breasts.

“I think we should take it all off,” I replied against Kylah’s lips. “That goes for both of you.”

“Is that an order?” Kylah asked as Asami rose to her feet and stood beside the blonde woman, and the researcher’s hands trailed lightly over my bare chest as she kissed my shoulder.

“Do you want it to be?” I asked as Kylah turned in my embrace so she could kiss Asami again, though her hand stayed on my cheek.

At my question, the Japanese woman giggled.

“That could be fun,” she said to Kylah and me, and I mentally filed this info away for later, because it did sound fun. “But for now, you’re still wearing far too many clothes.”

“He is,” Kylah agreed, and her hands began to tug at my belt as Asami kissed me again. The blonde woman tugged my jeans down until I could kick them off, and then I pulled away from the researcher and bent down so I could kiss Kylah again.

“Your turn,” I said to her, and Kylah giggled.

“Yes, sir,” she said playfully and added a wink for good measure.

I planted Asami on the end of the bed and began to unbutton and slide off her jeans as the dark-haired woman watched Kylah make an absolute show of removing her own. I’d never anticipated that twenty-plus years of Eye training could be utilized in quite this way, but clearly I’d been lacking in imagination. Kylah was quick, graceful, and had excellent control over her body-- she needed to, in order to fight properly. I could only imagine how she might look on the dancefloor, and I made a second mental note for the five of us to go out clubbing sometime soon.

Just not to Pandemonium.

When Kylah finally stepped out of her jeans, Asami and I were both practically drooling over her. She was like a goddess lined in moonlight, with her pale skin almost glowing silver. I swore I could almost make out the edge of her skin markings, and I decided then and there I wanted to get a black light or something, so I could see them more often.

“You like attention, don’t you?” I asked as I finished tugging Asami’s jeans off.

Kylah smiled in a satisfied sort of way as she sat on the edge of the bed beside the researcher and tucked her legs daintily underneath her.

“I like a lot of things,” she said, and her hand began to wander lightly across Asami’s skin, up her thigh, her stomach, and to squeeze her breast through her bra. “I don’t like this, though.”

“Neither do I,” I rumbled as I began to dot kisses over Asami’s knees and slowly coaxed the dark-haired woman to part them for me. I reached the soft cotton of her panties and pressed my thumb over the damp patch, and Asami gasped. “Don’t like these much, either.”

“Teases,” Asami muttered. “Both of you. Horrible teases.”

“Yeah, but you love us.” I smirked.

I was enjoying this, helping Kylah make a fuss over this glorious, genius of a woman. She’d missed out on our little misadventure in the shower, and the blonde woman and I clearly both intended to make it up to her.

Asami leaned back as I kissed my way further along the inside of her thighs, and one of her hands was already tangled in my hair by the time I nudged my nose against her panties.

“May I?” I breathed as I inhaled the scent of her.

“Please,” she mumbled, and I looked up to see her gazing down at me intently, and Kylah beside her was grinning like she was shamelessly pleased.

I reached up and slowly tugged down Asami’s panties to reveal her to me entirely.

“Ohhh,” she gasped, and I heard her breath shake as she parted her legs for me.

Her gasp when I kissed her slick lips was as sweet as music, and her grip on my hair tightened. I let myself chuckle softly, and the hum of my voice made her shudder against me.

“Leo…” she moaned as she looked down at me, and I grinned but didn’t let up as I dragged my tongue over her clit.

Her head tipped back in pleasure, and I looked over at Kylah, who was watching me intently. Her green eyes burned into mine, as if she was as excited by the sight of me between Asami’s legs as Asami herself was.

“Oh, god…” the researcher then muttered, so I hooked my arms under her thighs for better access, and she had to lean back against Kylah to stay upright.

The blonde woman clearly had no issues with this, and she took this opportunity to remove Asami’s bra and squeeze her breasts with no obstacles.

“He’s gorgeous, isn’t he?” Kylah murmured to Asami, and she looked at me as she kissed the dark-haired woman.

At the moment Asami opened her mouth to reply, I pushed two fingers inside her, and she instead let out a moan.

“And so cheeky,” Kylah giggled.

“Like you’re complaining.” I grinned at them both and let my hand take over from my tongue for a moment so I could lean up and kiss Asami myself.

I ground my hips into hers, with only the material of my boxers between us, and I could still feel how wet she was.

“You want it?” I murmured against Asami’s lips. “You want me?”

“So much,” she whined desperately, and one of her hands clutched my shoulder as the other held on to Kylah. “Both of you, so much.”

“Then who are we to deny you?” Kylah asked with a smile, and she reached down with her free hand to help me shuffle out of my boxers.

“You’re okay?” I asked her, and I pulled away from Asami to kiss her, too.

“With you giving us a bunch of orgasms?” She smirked, and that was all the answer I needed.

The three of us moved up the bed so Asami’s head rested against the pillows, and Kylah lay down beside her. Then I leaned over to kiss the researcher as I lined myself up between her legs.

“Watch,” I told her softly, and I felt her smile against my lips. Then I pushed in, and the dark-haired woman immediately clenched around me as she let out another moan.

“Oh, Leo,” Asami sighed as she clung to me.

She felt as amazing as the first time, I almost lost my mind right then and there, but this was too good for me to not make it last, so I gritted my teeth and held myself back. As I slowly established a rhythm and let Asami acclimate, I rested my weight on my left forearm, which left my right hand free to tug at Kylah’s panties.

“You want these off?” she asked with a smile.

“I want you,” I growled. “Like Sami said. I want both of you.”

“You have us,” Asami moaned from underneath me, and her nails raked down my spine when I gave her a particularly deep thrust. “You-- oh, god-- you have us both.”

“You do,” Kylah agreed as she lay back down, now totally bare, and she guided my hand between her legs to feel how wet she was. “You’re ours, we’re yours.”

“I am,” I said as I moved my hand against her. “You are.”

The blonde’s brow furrowed with pleasure as I stroked her clitoris in time with my still thrusting hips, and I saw her grip Asami’s free hand tightly, like she was desperate for something to ground her.

“Kylah,” Asami said in a sort of strangled voice. Each time I thrust into her, she let out a tiny huff of breath, and even as I struggled to keep in control, I found myself enjoying each little hitch of her voice. “L-Leo.”

“What do you need, Sami?” the blonde groaned as she tipped back her head. “Tell us-- shit, Leo, right there-- tell us.”

“I… I don’t know,” Asami whimpered. “I just-- oh, god--”

She began to flutter around me, and my grip on her hip tightened.

“Oh, fuck,” I panted. “I’m not-- holy fuck, the pair of you. I’m not-- you two are gonna--”

I didn’t let myself say it, didn’t even let myself think it. I just grabbed Asami by her hips and rolled us over so I was underneath, and she was atop me. There was barely a hitch in her rhythm as she began to ride me, and her fingers dug into my abdomen as I reached for Kylah next to me.

“Get up here,” I grunted and stuck out my tongue to show her what I wanted.

Her green eyes went wide, but she didn’t protest, and I took one of my hands from Asami’s hips to guide Kylah as she lowered herself onto my face. I couldn’t stop my grin at that first small squeal she gave when I kissed her clit, and I felt her weight shift as she leaned forward to kiss Asami.

“Oh, god, Leo,” Kylah moaned, but it was muffled by the researcher’s kisses. Then her weight shifted again as she leaned back, and I felt her hand tangle in my hair. “God, you--”

“I’m close,” Asami muttered. “Kylah, I-- I’m gonna--”

“Come for us, Sami,” Kylah said what I was thinking. “Shit. Please. I want to see you climax on his cock.”

A second later, I felt Asami go still atop me, and I had to summon every last fiber of my self-control not to follow her over the edge as she orgasmed with a drawn-out cry. Kylah shifted off me so Asami could lean down and kiss me, then the blonde, and I felt the dark-haired woman’s hands at my shoulders and realized she wanted me to sit up, so I did.

“I want to watch this time,” the researcher purred as she wrapped her arms around my neck from behind and kissed my shoulder. “Watch you fall apart as you cum inside her.”

That hunger glittered in Kylah’s eyes again, and they were no doubt mirrors of my own as she climbed on top of me and slid my wet shaft inside herself torturously easily. One of Kylah’s hands gripped my bicep for balance as the other reached behind me to cup Asami’s cheek, and I heard their mutual panting in my ear as I thrust up into Kylah erratically.

“Both of you,” I muttered as both of us hurtled toward release. “Love you. Love you so fucking much.”

“Love you, too,” Kylah whined, and she bit her lip as I continued to move. Her hips rutted against mine faster and faster until she, too, let go, and between the sensation of her squeezing around me and Asami’s soft encouragements, I was a goner, too.

“Fuck!” I buried my face into the crook of Kylah’s neck as I emptied into her, and I felt her shaking against me as she grew wetter and tighter around my pulsating cock.

By the time I came back down to earth, Asami was smiling contentedly at us both and lying back on the bed without a stitch of clothing. I slowly lay down on my back with Kylah on top of me, and the three of us just lay there.

“That was fun,” Kylah said at last, and her voice was soft and low with exhaustion.

“It was,” Asami hummed in a deeply satisfied tone.

“I do need to clean up, though,” the blonde woman said, and she began to push herself off me, but I kept my arm wrapped tight around her waist and refused to let her go without a kiss first.

Once Kylah had paid that toll, and I let her go, she shrugged on Asami’s discarded button-down and headed out into the main room. As she left, Asami curled into me, and I could tell she was on the verge of drifting off to sleep already.

“I never was very energetic,” she murmured and was seemingly able to tell I was watching her, even though her eyes were closed. “And your bed is comfortable.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I chuckled, and I leaned forward to kiss her forehead. “I’m glad you feel safe enough here to just… drop off.”

“Of course I do.” She gave a gentle laugh. “You’re here. And Kylah. And Kegan and Carmen. I thought you’d know by now, I trust you all with my life.”

“And you with ours,” I promised her, and my lips brushed against her skin as I spoke.

By the time I pulled away, she was already asleep and breathing soft and even, and I slowly inched myself off the bed, pulled on my boxers, and went to look for Kylah.

I was expecting her to still be in the bathroom, but she must have already finished cleaning up, because she was instead standing in the kitchen and looking out of the window, at the cityscape.

“Kylah?” I asked in a soft voice, and she turned to look at me with a slightly startled expression. Had she already been so lost in her thoughts that she hadn’t realized I was there? “You okay?”

“Yeah,” she said unconvincingly. “Just… preoccupied, I guess. I have a lot on my mind.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” I asked as I crossed the room to stand behind her.

“Sami said you needed to take some wolfsbane.” The blonde woman ignored my question entirely, and she backed away from me a few steps to go to the cupboard where we stored the few herbs we used often, like sage. We also kept a small stock of palo santo there now, at my insistence. “In case any of Mani’s blood got into your veins.”

“She did,” I agreed, and I reached for her hand as she began tearing off tiny pieces of wolfsbane and dropping them into a tea strainer. When my fingers brushed her skin, she stilled. “But that’s not what’s bothering you, is it?”

“It’s nothing, really,” she said, but she didn’t look at me, and I put one hand under her chin to tilt her head up.

“Kylah.”

She sighed and seemed to take a moment to gather her thoughts.

“Okay, I’m sorry, I just… ugh, I don’t know,” she finally said, and she put both hands to her temples in frustration. “It’s just-- seeing all the werewolves tonight, at the… community center. Seeing them all together.”

“You’re not scared of them, are you?” I asked, but even as I said it, I frowned slightly, because I knew that couldn’t be the reason. Kylah had never been the type to be intimidated just because she was outnumbered.

“I’m not.” She shook her head. “It’s nothing like that, I swear. Only… they have such a… such a strong connection to each other, you know? They’re such a tight-knit community. I mean, I always knew that, but it’s different to actually see it with your own eyes, you know?”

I did know. Having spent most of my life with it just being Carmen and me, it had been shocking, impressive, and a little disorientating. There was not a doubt in my mind, nor the mind of any of those werewolves, that if one of them was in trouble, the others would step up to defend them. Even if there were those who disagreed, those disagreements didn’t supersede their loyalty, or their sense of duty.

“And I just… I guess I feel a little… dismayed I didn’t have that when I was growing up,” Kylah continued. She raised one hand to rub self-consciously at her arm until I stepped forward again and took her hands, and then she looked up at me sharply. “Not that I don’t love you! You and Kegan and Sami and Carmen, you really are my family, and I adore all of you. Even Renée, she was like something of a mother to Kegan and me, but…”

“I get it,” I murmured. “It’s okay. For a long time… you didn’t really have the stability. Not outside of Kegan and Sami, anyway. Like Carmen and me.”

“I wouldn’t trade you-- any of you-- for the entire world,” the blonde woman swore to me, and her green eyes were wide and earnest. “I just… I guess I wish I’d had more… more support growing up.”

Something clicked in my mind then, and I remembered what Kylah had said the last night in the motel, after she’d come back from the Sanctuary with Kegan and crawled into bed with Asami and me.

“Is this about the note from your mother?” I asked her gently.

Cassia, a fae woman of the Seelie Court, had apparently sent any number of letters to her half-human children, not that either of them were especially interested in opening a dialogue with her.

“Maybe a little,” Kylah admitted as she bit her lip. “It’s… strange. Some part of me wants her to just be here, that simple ‘I want my mother’ urge, but… she just abandoned us, Leo. For years, she wanted nothing to do with us. She left us, our father, and he… he grew bitter. So we grew up in the Sanctuary, and it’s only been Kegan and I for as long as I can remember, really. Even Renée, she’s barely allowed to speak to us now, because we left the Order.”

She was still holding my hands, but now they curled into frustrated fists, and she leaned forward to rest her forehead against my collarbone.

“I want to hate her,” she muttered into my chest. “Cassia. For what she did to us. Our family. But I love her, too. Even though all those letters, they were always just excuses, trying to justify to us or to herself why she left.”

“Is that what the most recent letter says, too?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she answered as she raised her head to look at me, and her eyes were shiny with tears. “I haven’t opened it. I don’t think I want to. I don’t want to give her the chance to try and excuse herself again. I’m sick of it.”

“So don’t open it,” I said. I dropped her hands to slide my own up her torso and around her back in a hug, and I held her against me. “Blood isn’t everything, you know. She was the woman who gave birth to you, yeah, but if she didn’t clothe you, feed you, comfort you when you had a nightmare or read you bedtime stories or kiss your scraped knees… then she’s not your mother. Not in any way that really counts.”

“It… doesn’t make me a horrible person?” Kylah nuzzled my shoulder again.

“You could never be a horrible person,” I swore. “You hear me? Never. You’re kind and selfless and brave. Cutting ties with a relative who abandoned you doesn’t make you a bad person, it means you’re prioritizing your own well-being. She doesn’t get to make you feel nervous and miserable and confused.”

I leaned back and cupped Kylah’s cheek with my hand, and she looked up at me.

“Burn the letter, or read it, or hide it in a drawer and never open it,” I went on. “But whatever you do, do it because you want to. Not because you feel obligated to give her what she wants. Even what Kegan wants. He can read it if he wants to, he can reach out to her, call her his mother, but that doesn’t have to impact any of your choices.”

“He wants nothing to do with her,” Kylah sighed.

“And that doesn’t have to mean anything, either, if you decide you want something different,” I said. “Family is who you choose to call your family. Who sticks by you.”

“You’re my family,” she said. “You know that, right? You… no matter what. You’re my family now. And Kegan’s. And Sami’s.”

“You bet.” I smiled and ducked my head to kiss her hair. “Cause I’m not going anywhere.”

“Better not,” she mumbled, and she lightly thumped a loose fist against my chest.

“I promise,” I chuckled. “Now, how about we go back to bed, okay?”

I gently guided a slightly-less tearful Kylah back to the bedroom, where Asami was still entirely asleep, and after we’d tucked the researcher in properly and kissed her cheek, we crawled into bed beside her. I insisted Kylah go in the middle, because I knew she’d feel safer and more secure there, and the pair of us drifted off almost as quickly as Asami had.

The next thing I was aware of, I had apparently moved in the bed, because the scent under my nose was definitely Asami, not Kylah. I opened my eyes to see daylight casting my-- our-- bedroom in warm golden light, and sometime in the night I must have shuffled forward in the bed, because it was Asami’s shoulder that my head was tucked into, and Kylah was nowhere to be seen.

Then I rolled over onto my back, and I saw her mussed blonde curls shining in the daylight. She was sitting on the edge of the bed, with her head bent down, reading something.

“Kylah?” I asked, and her head whipped up.

She turned to stare at me, wide-eyed, and I realized then what she was reading.

The letter from her mother.


Chapter 9

I said nothing as Kylah looked at me. I just kept my gaze firmly fixed on her and didn’t make even the slightest attempt to see what was written on that paper. It wasn’t mine to know, and honestly, I didn’t want to know.

What could even be put in a letter like that? Any apology for what Cassia had done to her children would be paltry, let alone an apology delivered in a letter. And I was sure Kylah had no interest in sharing or reiterating the various ways in which her mother tried to make excuses for what happened.

I just sat there still and silent, and I watched as Kylah slowly turned back to the letter and finished reading it. By the time she did, Asami had also woken up, and she and I sat and waited for the blonde woman to finish.

When Kylah did, she folded the letter up neatly, tucked it back into the envelope, and put it down so carefully on the nightstand, it was as if she thought it might detonate. Then she turned to face us.

“Are you alright?” Asami asked at once.

“Not really,” Kylah sighed as she twisted a blonde curl nervously around her finger, but she gave us a tentative smile. “But I think I will be.”

“Good.” I reached forward to pull her into my arms, and Asami and I each kissed her cheeks until she was giggling between us.

“Stop, stop!” she squealed. “We have to get up!”

“Do we?” I growled teasingly, and I nuzzled her neck.

“Yes, we do,” Kylah said firmly, and she pushed Asami and me away. “Things to do, remember? Werewolves to save?”

The events of the previous night came back to me in a rush, and it was like having cold water dumped over my head. Kylah, of course, was right. We’d made a promise to the werewolves that we would find whoever was killing their brothers and sisters. Asami, genius that she was, had already surmised it was ghost possession, but this still left a lot of unanswered questions.

And, if we didn’t act soon, there would be more dead werewolves.

The three of us got dressed and headed out into the main room, where I was immediately greeted by the sight of Carmen, my twin sister, sitting at the kitchen table with The Biggest Hickey I’d ever seen on her neck.

“Oh, urgh,” I groaned when I saw it, and Carmen looked over at me with an unimpressed expression.

“Good morning to you, too, asshole,” she said.

“Come on, Monkey,” I said and made a face at her. “We’re twenty-five. Have some self-respect.”

Just because my sister had a boyfriend didn’t mean I needed to see evidence of their fucking. Kegan was great and all, but I still didn’t want to have to think about it. As far as I was concerned, when they went into her room at night, they immediately went to sleep and maybe held hands.

“Relax, Leo,” Kylah said with a laugh, and she patted my shoulder. “We’re all adults here, and-- oh, for the love of god.”

I turned to see that Kegan had just walked out of the bathroom, and since he was only wearing a towel wrapped around his waist, it meant all of us could see his bare chest, which was mottled with reddening bruises from collar to navel. He noticed all of us staring at him as he came out, and he stopped to look back at us.

“Morning,” he deadpanned. Then he continued walking into his and Carmen’s room and shut the door.

“You child,” I said to my sister, who shrugged and seemed unconcerned.

Asami perched on the kitchen counter-- something I suspected she did now because she knew how much Kylah and I liked it, since it made her easily accessible for kissing-- and watched as I went about making coffee. Kegan joined us a few minutes later, mercifully fully-clothed, and the five of us had to shuffle around to cram into the little kitchen in a way that was getting to be more claustrophobic than cozy.

As much as I loved the four of them, we could all have used a little extra space in the apartment. My mind again went to the money we’d made so far from our freelancing, and the idea of putting down a deposit on a place larger than a shoebox tantalized me.

Eventually, though, we all had a mug of coffee and managed to arrange ourselves so we didn’t feel quite so crushed. Then we got down to business.

“So, thanks to Sami, we know that whatever’s killing the werewolves is an unquiet ghost,” I said. “How often does ghost possession kill?”

“Extremely rarely,” Kegan answered as he took a sip from his mug. “There are very few ghosts who are disturbed enough to be able to possess a living thing, let alone kill it.”

“Isn’t that what Jonathan Rowe did, though?” Carmen asked. “With the revenants in Oregon?”

“No, because revenants are dead bodies,” Kylah explained. “The souls had left them before Rowe’s ghost began to puppet them. They were just… empty shells. That’s part of why astral projection is so dangerous-- if you don’t properly ward your soul and your body, another soul, like a ghost, can just… step into your body while you’re gone. Same with brain-dead people and, in some cases, dead bodies.”

“A body is just a soul’s anchor to the mortal plane,” Asami added. “But it’s only designed for one soul at a time. It takes a lot of anger and power to force a second soul-- a ghost-- into a living body.”

“Is that what killed them, then?” I asked. “The… internal cranial pressure?”

“Partly,” the researcher said with a slight frown. “The pressure is what killed them and caused the bleeding, but a ghost possession on its own wouldn’t necessarily do that. Some people invite ghosts into their bodies, and instead of experiencing pain, they report blacking out. They’re not consciously aware of what their body did for a time because the other spirit was in control.”

“Who in the fuck would invite a ghost to possess them?” Carmen asked and scrunched up her face.

“Psychics,” Kylah suggested with a shrug, and she leaned against the counter on the back wall, next to where Asami was sitting. “People trying to contact dead loved ones. That’s what a séance is-- inviting a spirit into your body. It’s not necessarily a painful or even particularly unpleasant experience, provided both parties consent.”

“Do you think we could conduct a séance to try and summon this ghost?” I asked her. “Force it to come here, so we can identify them?”

“Probably not,” the blonde said, and her mouth twisted apologetically. “Ghosts aren’t obligated to come forward. That’s part of why séances are so dangerous if you’re not fully prepared-- any ghost can come forward if they hear the call, and they can lie.”

“Which is why it helps to have an anchor,” Asami told me. “Something of the dead person’s, so you can hone in on them specifically.”

“So, we can’t summon this ghost without having something of theirs,” I frowned. “Alright, so not that.”

“We’ll put a pin in that one,” Kylah agreed. “I know someone who specializes in that sort of thing, but she’s not exactly… someone I’d go to if I didn’t have to.”

“Why not?” Carmen asked around a sip of coffee.

“Entertainers charge a lot,” Kegan muttered. “And she’s in high demand.”

“So, if the possession itself didn’t kill the werewolves, does that mean the ghost intended to kill them?” my sister asked. “Or was it just the werewolf didn’t consent, and that was what killed them?”

“It’s a little hard to say for sure,” Asami said, and she took one hand from around her coffee mug to twist a finger in one of Kylah’s curls.

The blonde woman leaned into Asami’s touch, though she didn’t even seem to consciously realize she was doing it any more than Asami seemed to realize she was playing with Kylah’s hair.

“Probably the first one, though, because it’s happened multiple times,” the researcher continued. “If a ghost was trying to communicate with the living, trying to relay some important message, they would go to a psychic who was inviting people in, not a bunch of random werewolves who aren’t prepared for a possession.”

“So, this thing is definitely hostile, not confused,” I said. “That’s something. It’s hostile enough to be able to kill people, too. I bet that’s not very common.”

“It’s not,” Kegan agreed with a nod. “A ghost has to be extremely disturbed, extremely angry, to be able to do this kind of damage to a living creature.”

“You know what poltergeists are?” Kylah asked Carmen and me, and we both nodded. “They’re violent ghosts, right? They throw objects around, and sometimes kill people by, like, shoving them down the stairs. But they’re not strong or angry enough to possess the living people themselves.”

“Meaning this ghost is absolutely fucking furious,” Carmen said with a grim expression.

“And if it’s only targeting werewolves so far, it presumably has some kind of vendetta against them,” Kegan added, and he shifted slightly so he could lean down and press a kiss to my sister’s temple.

“Is there a chance the ghost is a werewolf?” I asked, and I turned away from Kegan and my sister, since the sight of Asami and Kylah was infinitely more preferable, especially right now. “Or someone who was, like, killed by a werewolf?”

“Most likely the latter.” Asami nodded. “A ghost this angry would have had an extremely violent death. No funeral rites at all. Possibly their body was even desecrated.”

“Not their grave?” Carmen asked, and the Japanese woman shook her head.

“No ghost this angry would have a grave,” she said. “Not a proper one, anyway. Just a hole in the ground or something. So there would be nothing to desecrate, really.”

“Charming,” Kylah muttered into her coffee.

I had to agree, this was a rather heavy conversation for first thing in the morning, but we needed to figure out who this ghost was if we were going to stop them.

“Okay,” I said. “So, we know it’s a ghost, an angry ghost, and it has a thing against werewolves. Possibly it was killed by a werewolf, violently. Is there any way we could determine who that is?”

“I could hack into local police databases and see if there are any ‘animal attacks’ on the books,” Carmen suggested.

“Carmen Isabella Rivera, you are not hacking into another cop database!” I glowered at her and pointed at her threateningly.

My sister had the good grace to look at least a little sheepish, but it was probably more because I’d used her full name than any glaring or pointing I’d done.

“We don’t even know if this ghost was registered in a human database at all,” I then said to the group in general. “Maybe, like with the chimera, no body was ever even found.”

“Actually, it’s more likely the ghost was a mortal instead of a magical,” Asami said, and I stared at her. Seeing my confusion, she set her mug down on the counter beside her and spread her hands. “Think about it. If you’re a mortal, and you get killed by a werewolf, you’re terrified, but you’re also confused. You have to deal with-- at the very moment of your death-- the realization that magic is real, that everything you thought you knew about the world is wrong, and you’re going to be killed in a way no one will ever fully know the truth of.”

“Fuck,” Carmen muttered.

“Fuck,” I agreed. “That would be enough to make a ghost this angry, then?”

“More so than any other explanation,” Asami answered with a shrug. “But regardless, whether it was a mortal or a magical, a police database probably won’t be of much help.”

I was silently relieved there was now a legitimate excuse for my sister not to go poking around classified files. Maybe we could spend some of our money on an old beat-up truck for her, something she could take apart and play with whenever she got the urge to break data privacy laws. She loved fixing up rust buckets, as evidenced by our current vehicle which she refused to hear any criticism about.

“The easier path would probably be to go to the werewolves themselves,” Kylah said. She was looking down at the dregs of her coffee and swirling her mug around absently.

“That could be possible,” I suggested, and the blonde woman looked up at me. “We did get Selene’s permission to use their resources. If we saw the bodies, I’m sure they’d let us look at some kind of records.”

“Records of what? Humans they kill?” Carmen looked deeply skeptical.

“Actually, if the werewolf community is anything like the faerie community, they probably would keep some kind of record of ‘incidents’ with non-seer humans,” Kegan said. He’d apparently taken up a permanent position behind where Carmen was sitting at the table, and his free hand rested on her shoulder.

“Records of what? Humans they kill?” Carmen repeated in exactly the same cadence.

“Well… yes.” Kegan nodded awkwardly.

“I’m sure you’re well aware by now of how the Fae… see humans,” Kylah said in a delicate tone.

I was indeed ‘well aware’ of how the Fae saw humans. Amaryllis had tried to have us killed, and she’d seen us as wholly expendable, little more than bugs on her windshield, in relation to her larger plans. She’d intended to use Sullivan Scratch’s maniacal thirst for faerie blood, his determination to be a daywalker, to practically eradicate half-fae.

We still had a score to settle, her and I. No one tried to kill my sister and just got away with it. Not even a so-called noblewoman of a Fae Court.

“But,” Kylah continued. “Any faerie who’s caught killing or terrorizing humans will be held responsible. Since Selene is the leader of the local werewolf community, she’ll be in charge of disciplining any werewolves who break the law, so she’ll need… well, criminal records.”

“That’s probably not a bad place to start,” I admitted.

“It should help to narrow things down a bit,” Asami agreed. “Werewolf attacks tend to be a lot less common than other species, like vampires, since werewolves don’t have to feed on human blood.”

“Neither do harpies and faeries,” Carmen said while frowning. “Why are attacks by those species higher?”

“Faeries are entitled bastards, and harpies are extremely territorial over their nests,” Kegan answered.

“Nests?” my sister echoed in confusion.

“Humans like to build tall things. Skyscrapers and the like. A harpy might move into an apartment on a high floor in a building. If they’re nesting, and some of their human neighbors get rowdy, or are just trying a bit too hard to be friendly to the recluse on their floor, the harpy might perceive that as a threat.”

“A lot of those incidents do get logged in human police records,” Asami added. “Usually as assaults. Werewolves tend to stick together in much larger groups, though, so overall their interaction with humans is much less frequent. Which also contributes to the lower rates of attacks.”

“What are the rates of a werewolf turning a human?” I asked.

“Also very low,” Kylah said. “It’s illegal for a vampire or werewolf to turn a human without fully-informed consent. The penalty is usually execution, even in cases where the werewolf transformation can be reversed.”

“The magical world has capital punishment?” Carmen snorted.

“So does the United States,” the blonde woman pointed out. “I wouldn’t necessarily agree with it, but in the cases of some magicals-- very old vampires, especially-- threat of death is the only thing that will keep them in line.”

“And even then, not always,” Kegan added darkly. “There are a lot of very old, very well-positioned vampires who are basically above the law. Both human and magical.”

“We’ll steer clear of them, then,” I said.

I reckoned I could probably have dealt with being a werewolf. I’d just need to take a day or two of ‘personal time’ each month, like a really weird period, and avoid silver. A vampire, however? No sunlight, and I had to feed off blood? No thanks.

“You’re unlikely to encounter them in the heart of the local werewolf community, but still, it’s good to be cautious,” Kylah agreed. “Selene, however, seems trustworthy.”

“She does,” I said. “So, hopefully she’ll let us into the records, and we can see who might have cause to be killing these werewolves.”

“Those records will probably go back decades, though,” Carmen said with a frown. “If not centuries. Probably to when the veil was first created. How do we narrow it down?”

“Well, it’s unlikely to be someone who was killed decades ago,” Asami said. “You’ll have to ask Selene if there’s any similar deaths from before, though. Some ghosts operate on patterns, cycles of maybe seven or thirteen years, maybe their own lifespan-- so if they lived to be twenty-eight, the murders would spike up every twenty-eight years. If there are no repeats in the records, we can safely assume this person was killed within the last year.”

I thought of the revenants created by Jonathan Rowe again. They’d been attacking people every Spring Equinox, because that had been when Rowe and his family died, and equinoxes and solstices were apparently ‘magically potent’ times of year. But the Equinox was now passed, and it was still a while until the Summer Solstice.

“It probably would have been mentioned if there was some kind of pattern to these,” I said as I set my now-empty coffee mug down on the counter, next to Asami’s own empty mug. “The fact that no one so far has said anything like ‘just like before’ would suggest this is a newer death.”

“That’s a good point.” Kylah nodded. “But it would probably still be helpful to check the death records of the werewolves as well as their attack records, provided Selene will let us.”

“She did say she’d help us,” my sister pointed out.

“Yeah, but we don’t wanna seem accusatory, or like we’re walking all over something that’s technically her jurisdiction,” I said.

The last thing I wanted was to give Selene-- or any of the werewolves-- any reason to think we were domineering and arrogant and thought the werewolves were incompetent, like the Order did. I wanted them to trust us, to see that I’d meant it when I’d said all magicals were part of one big community, and they had to band together to protect one another, since the Order wasn’t going to protect them itself.

“Maybe we should bring Artemis along, then,” Asami suggested. “As a… mediator.”

“That’s actually a pretty good idea.” Carmen perked up. “If we have a werewolf working with us, on our team, we can make it clear that we want to work with them, not around or over them, like we don’t trust them to take care of themselves.”

“Won’t some of the werewolves be a little annoyed, though?” Kegan asked with a slight frown. “She’s got a human parent. We don’t want to come off like we’re playing favorites, or think part-humans are superior.”

“If someone thinks that, then they’re just looking for reasons to be mad,” I said firmly. “We’re working with Artemis because we already know her, and she’s a werewolf. She’ll be able to tell us what is and isn’t normal for the community.”

“The best guide in a new place is someone who grew up there,” Carmen pointed out with a smile at the blond man.

His frown lessened, but I could tell he was still a little concerned.

I supposed entering the hall and being among all those werewolves had been a bit more distressing for him than I’d first realized, and I wondered if part of the reason was because he wasn’t used to being liked and approved by people without having to work for it first. His parents, the Order, they’d all rejected him and his sister.

Just as Kylah had said in this very kitchen last night, they hadn’t had much support growing up. Carmen and I had, despite our less-than-close relationship with our foster parents. Maybe that was why Carmen was still so able to walk into a room, grin wide, and make her stand. Why she was never afraid to take up space.

Maybe she’d be good for the more reserved Kegan, the man who tried to make himself smaller when he was in a place he felt he didn’t belong. And maybe he could encourage her to be a little more cautious once in a while. I was forced to admit the pair of them were a better match for one another than I’d first realized.

Still, they could have eased off with the hickies.

“In that case, Kylah and I will go to Artemis’ place and speak to Selene about seeing some of those records,” I said. “And the rest of you can make a start on research, maybe?”

“Ghost possession has a lot of caveats, we’ll need to research,” Asami confirmed, and Kegan nodded.

My sister looked a little annoyed at being given a comparably less interesting task, but if she had Kegan and Asami to keep her company, I was confident she wouldn’t be too bored.

Plus, even as I admired her confidence, I wanted someone a little less confrontational by my side when we walked into the werewolves’ ‘community hub’ again. If some overly territorial, scared werewolf tried to take a shot at my sister because she refused to back down, like she had last night, I’d never forgive myself.

Carmen once again refused to give me the keys to the car until I promised to be careful, and once again I was confident the car was far more likely to kill me than the other way around, but I made the promise anyway.

Then I realized, as Kylah pulled on her jacket and the pair of us walked hand-in-hand to the parking lot on the building’s ground floor, that I’d never driven with Kylah sitting shotgun before.

Honestly, I rarely drove. In the military, I’d never been the one driving any kind of vehicle, and at home, Carmen had always driven because she genuinely enjoyed it, whereas I was a little more indifferent. To and from Oregon, the pair of us had taken shifts, but Kylah, Kegan, and Asami always sat in the back seat.

“Do you actually know how to drive?” I asked Kylah as I turned out of the parking lot and onto the road.

“I don’t,” she admitted. “Most Eyes come to the Order in their late teens, when they’ve already passed their tests. And since Kegan and I never got sent on any faraway missions, there was no point to it, really. Plus, he can mirror travel if he’s been somewhere before.”

That was why we’d had to drive to Oregon, unlike when Carmen and I first met the Campbells behind that dive bar. The motel they’d been staying at, I’d later learned, had been one they’d stayed at a couple times before over the years, on those few-and-far-between occasions when they managed to get Renée to convince the Council to let them try out a proper job, albeit heavily supervised and without any actual autonomy.

“Do you want to learn?” I asked.

“Not in this thing,” Kylah said at once, and I laughed.

“God, no, I’d never do that to you,” I promised with a smirk. “But do you want to?”

“It would be useful,” she admitted. “Especially in the US, driving is seen as the primary way to get around. In places like Europe, it’s less of an issue, because they have more public transport, more trains.”

I’d used the Los Angeles Metro a handful of times in my life since it wasn’t very extensive, and other than that, I’d genuinely never been on a train. Theo, my foster father, had insisted that Carmen and I-- and all the other kids he and Maria fostered-- learn to drive as soon as we could. Carmen had been the primary focus there, because she’d already developed a habit of taking cars apart by the time she was legally old enough to drive them.

“I could teach you, if you wanted,” I said to my girlfriend. “Or, maybe Carmen could. She drives more than I do. But I know she’d be fine with it if you asked her.”

“I think I’d like that.” Kylah had propped up her head on her elbow, and she looked out the window at the passing buildings as we drove. “I’d like to have the opportunity to just… go somewhere.”

“You should ask her when we get back, then,” I advised with a smile before I spotted a familiar building. “Ah, here it is.”

We got out of the car, and as soon as I stepped out, I felt the faint sense of magic wash over me. We weren’t quite in the supernatural part of the city, but close enough that the air felt slightly charged. I wondered for a moment if Artemis was the only magical individual living in the building but decided she probably wasn’t. Like many groups, supernaturals tended to flock together. People found familiar things comforting, after all.

“Apartment 5C,” I told Kylah as we walked into the building, and her hand found mine automatically. She wasn’t normally quite this tactile-- not that I was complaining-- but I had to wonder if our conversation last night, or the fact she’d read Cassia’s note, had something to do with the slight shift in her demeanor.

Either way, I resolved to properly check in with her later on, when we had the time to discuss it, if it needed discussing.

The pair of us caught the elevator up to the fifth floor along with someone else who presumably lived in the building, a middle-aged man who didn’t give off the faintest whiff of magic, though he did smell pretty strongly of cigarette smoke. I hoped for Artemis’ sake that there weren’t too many smokers in this building, because if I couldn’t stand the smell with my human nose, she probably found it unbearable.

“Here we go,” Kylah said when we reached the door to 5C, and I pushed aside questions of cigarettes and noses as I knocked on the door. There would be time enough for me to learn about how werewolves worked, when someone wasn’t going around killing them.

The door to Artemis’ apartment swung open, and I stepped back a little with a friendly smile already on my face, just as something burst out and tackled me to the ground.


Chapter 10

I was so surprised at something other than Artemis coming out of her apartment door that it took me a moment to realize this adversary meant business. My hands came up just a fraction of a second too late to defend myself, so a fist drove into my temple, and my head snapped sharply to the side. Dark spots scattered across my vision, and I dimly heard a high-pitched cry that must have been Kylah.

“Get off him!”

“You won’t take her!” my attacker snarled. “You won’t hurt her, goddammit!”

I felt the weight on top of me momentarily lessen as Kylah presumably tried to wrench the guy off me, but most of my attention was focused on the fact that his hands were trying to wrap around my throat. I reached up and grabbed each of his wrists before he could start to choke me, and I twisted one hand outward. He cried out but stayed on top of me, so whoever this guy was, he was strong.

“You won’t hurt her!” the guy repeated in a growling voice. “I won’t let you!”

“What the fuck are you talking about?” I managed to growl back.

Did he mean Artemis? It didn’t matter, because I still had a strong grip on both his hands, even if he was still pinned on top of me, and I shoved all my weight to the side as hard as I could to knock the guy off balance. He tipped just enough so I was able to pin his arm and, with my now free hand, I kindly returned the punch he’d given me across the face.

The guy groaned, and in the corner of my vision I saw a small spatter of blood on the floor of the hallway. While he was distracted, I got in another hit, this time to his stomach, and then I shoved myself away from him and scrambled to my feet. A second later, the guy did the same, and I got a proper look at him.

He was a little shorter than myself with reddish-brown hair and gray eyes.

Werewolf eyes.

“What the fuck are you doing?” a voice screeched, and a second later Artemis ran out of the door to her apartment and literally jumped between me and the guy who’d attacked me. “Get the hell off him!”

“Me?” the guy demanded. “He just showed up at your door!”

“First of all, asshole,” I said as I wiped a smear of blood from my lip, which had split when I’d been punched. “All I did was knock. Second, I know Artemis. We came here because we need her help with something.”

“A likely story,” the werewolf guy sneered, and his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

I could see the tension in his body and knew he was at least considering attacking me again, but Kylah stepped between us so she was standing next to Artemis.

“I would think very, very carefully about that if I were you,” the blonde told the werewolf guy in a cold voice. Her hands were ever so slightly raised, not quite loose at her sides, and I knew that meant she was ready to unsheathe one of her knives. She always kept two of them in little holsters on her forearms, hidden by her jacket sleeves.

“And what are you, pixie? His bodyguard?” the werewolf guy scoffed as he looked Kylah up and down.

“If I have to be,” she said with a hard look in her green eyes.

“Back off,” Artemis snapped at the guy, and she took a threatening step toward him. “I know them, Lyall. They’re friends of Sami’s. So cool the fuck off.”

Lyall… the name sounded familiar, and after a moment, I remembered why.

“We’re a little more than ‘friends’ of Asami’s, actually,” I told him, and I couldn’t help but adopt a slightly cocky posture. “And she’ll be pretty fucking mad if she learns you tried to beat us up.”

“Emphasis on ‘tried,’” Kylah added with a sweet smile.

I had to bite back a grin at that. She was cute as hell, but god help anyone who didn’t think she was just as tough.

“You know Asami?” the werewolf guy-- Lyall-- asked in a doubtful tone, and I nodded.

“Asami Tanaka. About yay high, dark hair, nose stud?” I raised my hand to about the researcher’s height.

“Yeah, that’s her.” Lyall nodded. He had the good grace to look a little sheepish, finally, but clearly his pride was wounded enough that he still wanted to try and one-up Kylah and me, to prove he hadn’t overreacted. “How do you know her?”

“He’s her boyfriend,” Kylah said flatly. “Like you used to be, before you went and fucked it all up.”

Lyall flushed, and his skin was pretty fair, so it showed. I realized then that, while I’d known Asami and the werewolf dated, I didn’t know any of the details. I didn’t even know how long it lasted, who ended it, or why. But from how Kylah spoke, I reckoned it had not been entirely amicable, and that Lyall bore more of the blame.

“But we’re not here to dredge up old relationships,” I said in an attempt to be a peacemaker. “We’re just here to speak to Artemis. We had no idea you’d be here.”

“Or that he’d be on a hair-fucking-trigger,” Artemis muttered, and she swatted Lyall on the arm. “Seriously? Tackling a guy just because he knocks on my door? Who the fuck is that going to help?”

“There’s someone running around killing us, Artie!” Lyall insisted, with all the exasperation of an older brother. “You think I’m gonna leave you all alone out here, defenseless?”

I noticed the werewolf woman’s expression tighten a little at the nickname and immediately resolved never to call her that myself. I definitely didn’t want to get on her bad side.

“If you think I’m defenseless, I’m not even going to bother having this conversation with you again,” the amber-eyed woman snapped. “And knocking over guys in the hallway isn’t a good defense, anyway.”

She then turned very pointedly away from Lyall and met my eyes for the first time since we’d arrived here. Even though I knew she didn’t fully trust me yet, her expression was warm, and she seemed genuinely pleased to see me.

“Leo,” she said in a kind voice. “Kylah. Would the two of you like to come in?”

“We’d love to, thanks,” Kylah answered in a similarly friendly voice, and the four of us walked into the apartment.

Artemis and Kylah both sat down as casually as if they were just two friends meeting up for coffee, but Lyall’s movements-- and my own-- were considerably tenser. I wondered for a moment if Lyall had any history in the military, or if he was just that on edge about the attacks.

“I’d like to apologize for that… less than warm reception,” Artemis said with a pointed look at Lyall, though honestly I’d probably been a bit guilty of that myself. “But now that we’ve gotten all the useless macho posturing out of the way, we can get down to business. Leo, Kylah. What do you guys need?”

“Your help, if you’re willing to give it,” Kylah said as she leaned forward on the couch and rested her elbows on her knees.

Lyall sat up straight in his seat and turned to shoot Artemis a look that was half-shocked, half-furious.

“You’re working with Eyes?” he demanded, and before he could think about blowing up and attacking again, I jumped in.

“No, she’s not,” I said firmly. “We’re not Eyes. Kylah used to be a member of the Order, yeah, and so did Asami, but none of us are associated with them anymore. We left because we wanted to actually help people, and we could better do that as freelancers.”

“So, you’re dragging an untrained civilian into your combat, then?” Lyall accused, and his gray eyes narrowed again.

I supposed this meant I was right about him having a military history.

“Artemis very kindly--” I put as much emphasis on those two words as I could. “Agreed to help us figure out what’s been killing werewolves in the LA area recently. None of us are forcing her to do anything, but we knew it would be easier and more respectful to contact the community via a werewolf, and since Artemis knows Asami, she was the logical choice.”

“I’m a grown woman, Lyall,” Artemis scoffed. “Older, I might add, than you.”

“By two months,” Lyall muttered in a rather petulant tone, but he finally seemed a little cowed. “I just want to make sure you’re safe. You live alone here. That’s not… normal.”

“Maybe not, but I like it,” Artemis said flatly, and I could sense they were skirting the edge of some argument they’d had several times before, something they didn’t want to get into right now, not in front of newcomers.

“Do you want us to come back later?” I offered, because while we were kind of on a short timetable, I also didn’t want to be here if Artemis and Lyall needed to air out grievances, and this kind of snippy commentary never actually helped anything get done.

Determination shone in Artemis’ amber eyes, and she shook her head.

“No, it’s quite alright,” she told us, and she looked over at Lyall. “You can check back with me tomorrow, or whatever, but I’m helping these guys figure out what’s been killing our people, and you can wring your hands all you like, but it won’t stop me.”

“I just want you to be careful, Artie--” Lyall began, but the werewolf woman silenced him with a glare.

“Like I said before, I’m an adult. I know how to take care of myself, and I know how not to make stupid mistakes.” Artemis lifted her chin and stared the other werewolf down. “So, please. Let me do what needs doing. I promise I’ll call you if I need your help.”

Lyall seemed to realize this was the best he was going to get from her, so he nodded and left.

Artemis exhaled deeply when she finally closed the door behind him, so much so that even without enhanced, doglike hearing, I was pretty sure Lyall would have heard it on the other side of the door.

“Sorry about that,” Artemis muttered as she sat back down in her seat. “Family, y’know?”

“Family?” I echoed. “You and Lyall are related?”

“Cousins, our mothers are sisters,” Artemis answered with a nod. “They’re twins, actually. Which are pretty common in full-blooded werewolf families.”

“Is that how you know Sami, then?” Kylah asked, and Artemis nodded again.

“I met her back when she and Lyall first dated,” the amber-eyed woman said. “She seemed really nice, so we kept in touch, even after the relationship… ended.”

There was a pause then, and I resolved to ask Asami about Lyall. Not out of nosiness, but to make sure she was okay. I didn’t think Lyall had done anything really terrible-- based on what I knew about Artemis so far, he probably wouldn’t still be breathing if he had-- but the break-up had clearly been a bit messy.

“Anyway, my aunt and uncle live out in Denver, but they come back every now and then to visit,” Artemis continued. “I think they sent Lyall to try and get me and my mom to come out there until this all blows over. But I’m not the type to just up and leave when things get tough.”

I smiled at her then. A grin so wide that my cheeks almost hurt.

“Neither are we,” I said, and when I extended my hand, she took it and shook it firmly.

“So, what is it you two came here for?” Artemis asked when we dropped hands, and she looked over at Kylah, who was still sitting on the couch.

“We were hoping to get a look at your incident records,” the blonde woman answered as she stood up, slid one hand into the front pocket of her jeans, and began twisting a blonde curl around her other forefinger. “And possibly your own community death records.”

“Sami said it was ghost possession,” Artemis said with a nod. “So you think the ghost was a werewolf?”

“Or someone who was killed by one,” I added. “Only a seriously angry ghost would have the ability to possess a human without being invited in, let alone be able to kill them.”

“It makes sense,” the werewolf woman said, but her expression was grim. “Still, I… I truly don’t think anyone in the community would ever murder a human. At least, not so violently.”

“No one likes to think about the ones they love doing terrible things,” Kylah said in a knowing tone of voice. “But that doesn’t mean they’re not capable of those things.”

“And I prefer ugly truths to pretty lies.” Artemis nodded firmly. “So you two want me to act as your… escort?”

“In a word,” I said. “We want Selene-- and the others-- to really see we meant it when we said we wanted to be respectful. To work with your community.”

“Well, I can’t really say ‘no’ to that, now, can I?” the amber-eyed woman asked, and a smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “You guys came in a car?”

“Technically,” I sighed. That death-trap was a ‘car’ in only the loosest sense of the term.

Artemis gave me a slightly puzzled look but didn’t question it.

“Alright, then,” she said instead, and she stood to pull on a jacket and a pair of sneakers.

I realized after a few moments that they had wedge heels, which brought her up to around Kylah’s height, maybe five-foot-six.

Since Kylah and I had only been to the werewolves’ community hub once before, Artemis rode shotgun to navigate, and I drove. The first few minutes passed in silence, save for Artemis telling me when to turn onto a certain road, but it wasn’t long before a question pressed at the forefront of my mind.

“So, what’s Lyall’s deal?” I asked Artemis.

“And by ‘deal’ are you talking about the fact he used to date your girlfriend? Or that he attacked you on sight?” Artemis didn’t make any attempt to hide the amusement in her voice, and she used the makeup mirror in the passenger seat to give the same smile to Kylah, who I saw grinning back in my rear-view mirror.

“I’m not jealous of Lyall,” the blonde woman said, but then she paused. “Well. Not anymore. Leo?”

“Uh… I mainly meant the second one,” I said. I definitely wasn’t jealous of that guy. I’d seen for myself just how Asami adored Kylah and me, and the researcher knew just how we adored her in kind. “I’ll admit, I’m curious as to how… how he and Sami have a history, but it’s not my place to ask.”

“And it’s not my place to tell,” Artemis agreed.

I was liking her more and more by the minute. It was clear she valued her friendship with Asami deeply, and even though the werewolf woman probably didn’t totally trust me yet, I certainly trusted her. I liked to think I was a good judge of character, and so far Artemis seemed like a very dependable ally.

Which was especially good, since I suspected we would be needing as many of those as we could get.

“Lyall lives in Denver, not too far from the Sanctuary,” Artemis told me as we drove. “But he has a lot of family out here in LA so he really lives between the two, honestly. He heard about the attacks and, well, we’re family, so he came by to… check on me.”

“I’d heard a bit about Lyall from Sami, but I admit he’s not anything like I expected,” Kylah remarked.

“No, he tends not to be,” Artemis said with a laugh. “Sami’s so sensible, so cautious, but he’s… not. Honestly, I think I prefer Sami. I prefer cautious to reckless.”

“Well, you’ll get along just fine with our team, then.” I grinned but then paused. “Well, except Carmen, maybe. She can be a bit brash sometimes. But she’s not stupid.”

“Carmen’s your sister, right?” the werewolf woman asked, and I nodded. “Oh, I don’t know-- I quite liked her. She’s fierce. Lycanthropes respect that.”

“Oh, she’s definitely fierce,” Kylah laughed. “I pity the poor bastard who gets on her bad side. She’ll beat them to death with a wrench.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Artemis smirked before she pointed out the window. “Oh, take this left here.”

I took the turn, and the three of us came face to face with the vaguely familiar building. I was surprised to see that, in daylight, it still resembled a sort of town hall. It even had a parking lot.

There were no guards at the door this time, though, and we walked in without being questioned, right past the door to Conleth’s office, down into the main hall, and past that, too, to Selene’s office.

“Come in,” her voice called when I knocked, and we entered the room to find her sitting behind her desk doing paperwork.

She was no less flawlessly-put-together than she had been last night, only instead of a black dress she wore loose black pants with a matching blazer and a floaty white blouse with a deep ‘V’ neckline. She looked like the ‘take no shit’ lawyer in every crime drama who clashed against the reckless ‘I don’t play by the rules’ cop protagonist, and I wondered if she had any experience in human law, since she was in charge of upholding werewolf law in Los Angeles.

“Artemis, Leo, Kylah,” Selene greeted us, and she gestured for us to sit, which we did. “How are the three of you today?”

“We’re good,” I answered. “We were hoping we could ask a small favor, though.”

“To help with the investigation,” Kylah added.

Selene leaned back in her seat, and the dark leather creaked. She laced her fingers together and regarded us for a moment in silence, and I noticed then that her nail polish and lipstick were the exact same shade of dark red as her hair.

“Of course,” she said. “I promised any and all resources that you may need. What do you have in mind?”

“We’re hoping to identify the ghost who’s possessing your people,” I said. “Only an extremely violent death could cause such a… such a disturbed spirit. So we want to get a look at your incident records. And your community death records.”

“You think this ghost is either a lycanthrope, or someone who was killed by a lycanthrope,” Selene translated smoothly. Everything about her was so perfectly in place, it wasn’t hard to see why she was so respected. “That does make sense, given the only deaths so far have been lycanthropes. Do you think it’s likely the ghost might extend to other species?”

“If it’s a werewolf ghost, maybe,” Kylah admitted. “If it’s someone who was killed by a werewolf, probably not. But either way, it should help to narrow the search.”

“We also wanted to ask if there have been any past patterns,” I added, and I couldn’t help but lean forward slightly in my seat. Something about the cool authority Selene commanded made me want to impress her and make her see I was competent and skillful. “Anything that might suggest this is a repeating cycle of killings, rather than a totally new threat.”

“A pattern?” Selene pursed her lips slightly as she thought about this. “Nothing comes to mind, but I’ve only been head of this community for fifteen years. Spirit patterns can very easily be longer than that. Some patterns even stretch up to a century, or are connected to something less regular, like a new birth in a family. But any patterns would become clear if you look through the community death records, and there’s a chance that further details would be codified in our Historia Lycaon.”

“The, uh… what?” I asked.

“One of the many duties of the head of a lycanthrope community is to write down important historical events that transpire during their tenure,” the redheaded woman explained. “It’s likely one of my predecessors would have made note of such deaths, if they occurred.”

“Could we look at that, too, then?” I asked her

“You? No,” Selene answered. She didn’t say it like she was offended, or even annoyed that I’d asked, but I knew from her tone that this was not something up for debate. “A community’s Historia is a very private tome. I would not be at liberty to show you two its pages.”

“Would I be allowed to look?” Artemis interjected. “And then tell them if anything important came up?”

Selene pursed her lips again as she thought about this, but then she nodded.

“That would be acceptable,” she said before she leaned forward in her seat and stood up.

I found myself hurrying to stand up, too, like she was a judge in a courtroom, and so did Artemis and Kylah.

“I’ll have Mani show you two to the records room so you can look over what you need,” Selene informed Kylah and me, and she pressed a small button on the edge of her desk. “Artemis, you stay here, and we can see if the Historia contains any pertinent information.”

I could see from the expression on Artemis’ face that this was a pretty big deal, and I was pleased her community head was placing such trust in her.

“Thank you, Head Ylva,” I said graciously, and I inclined my head a little in the barest approximation of a bow.

“You need not thank me, Leo,” Selene said, and when I raised my head again, I saw her expression was almost friendly. “You’ve sworn to help my community, I’m simply helping you uphold that vow. And so far, I have good reason to suspect you will.”

“Your faith isn’t misplaced, ma’am,” Kylah said in a firm tone before she glanced at me, and I met her gaze. Her green eyes were determined, and we exchanged a nod just as the door to the office opened.

“You buzzed?” Mani asked as he walked in.

“Yes,” Selene said. “Please take Leo and Kylah to the records room. Help them with whatever they need.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Mani said at once, and if he had any compunction about being told to escort two outsiders, two non-werewolves, to the room that held some of his community’s most sensitive and personal documents, he didn’t voice it. “This way.”

I cast a glance back at Artemis as Mani led Kylah and me out, and she just nodded, so I assumed she would be just fine. And, really, I had no reason to suspect she wouldn’t. Selene seemed nothing but reasonable.

Mani led the pair of us down the hallway, almost as far as the door that led to the morgue. Right next to it, in fact, was a door labeled ‘Records Room,’ and he had to take out a small brass key from a ring in his pocket and unlock it before we could go in.

“What is it you two are looking for, specifically?” he asked, and I was glad he asked it, because I was daunted by the sheer breadth of information contained in this room.

There were innumerable filing cabinets, all labeled with dates and names. One file, open on a sort of reading lectern, was clearly Lowell’s, as I recognized the photo. Written in neat penmanship was his date of birth, his parents, the day he’d first transformed, and the day he’d died.

Mani saw me looking.

“My brother shifted two whole months before I did,” he told me with a sad smile. “I was so jealous. But he was always the more assertive one. Quicker, smarter. It’s strange, spending your whole life walking alongside someone, letting them lead you along… and then they’re gone.”

“I know a little of what that’s like,” I admitted. Carmen was like that. The brash, reckless one who’d dragged me into any number of chaotic disasters. I’d been the cautious one, the one to catch her when she fell.

I remembered seeing Lowell’s lifeless body laid out on the cold metal slab of the morgue last night, and once again, I struggled to imagine a world where it might have been Carmen on a slab like that.

“Then you know I’ll do anything to see his killer brought to justice,” Mani said firmly. “What records do you want?”

“Incident records,” I said, and I looked over at Kylah, who nodded. “Just from this past year.”

“And your community deaths,” the blonde woman added. “Also from the last year.”

I took the death records while Kylah took the incident records, and Mani watched the pair of us as we read through them and made sure we didn’t try to photograph or steal anything.

There were only a handful of deaths in the past year, which wasn’t all that surprising since the community wasn’t very large, but all of the deaths were meticulously detailed. As I read through them, I suspected Lowell’s file had been opened so whoever did the record-keeping around here could provide a detailed account of his murder. It had already been logged in the death records, though, and a tiny note at the bottom had a ‘see also’ with Jaci, Kenyon, and Ayla’s names.

None of the other deaths were of any note, though, and I looked up at Mani.

“I don’t suppose you could get me older files?” I asked. “Do you know of any similar deaths to these, like a pattern?”

“Not really.” Mani shook his head apologetically. “Mizuki is the official record keeper, but she’s on maternity leave right now.”

“Oh, congratulations,” I said automatically. I supposed that meant we were on our own for now. Maybe it would have been better to bring Asami along, since she had a near-superhuman ability to sift through information and find something useful. “Could you get me death records from, uh… say twenty years ago, then?”

Twenty years ago would have been long before Selene became head of the community, so if there were any peculiar deaths from then, she might not have remembered them.

Mani nodded and pulled out a drawer from a filing cabinet in what I supposed was the ‘deaths’ section, because the drawers were just labeled with years. I watched him for a few moments and wondered to myself why none of this information was digitized. I knew the magical community knew what technology was, I’d seen several of them use cell phones. But for whatever reason, they were keeping their files analog.

Maybe to protect themselves from hackers, who might learn too much. That was understandable, but it was going to make finding patterns in the records a lot harder.

A second later, I was drawn from that irritating realization by a gasp from Kylah.

“Leo,” she said, and she waved me over. “I think I have something.”

I crossed the room to stand behind her and began to read over her shoulder. The incident records were just as densely detailed as the death records, only there were a lot more of them, and I quickly realized the werewolves logged every even remotely violent altercation with either a mortal, a magical, or a fellow werewolf. It also seemed they were color-coded.

However, the incident Kylah was pointing to was color-coded under mortal. A human had been killed in a violent altercation.

“Look at the name,” Kylah told me, and my eyes flicked up to the top of the page, to the ‘Perpetrator’ field.

Lyall Conan.


Chapter 11

“Lyall?” I read off the page, and I turned to stare at Kylah. “Sami’s Lyall?”

“What about Lyall?” Mani asked, and he came over to us holding the community deaths file from twenty years ago. “Is he back in Los Angeles?”

“He is, but I’m more focused on why his name is in this incident record,” Kylah said, and she jabbed her finger onto the page again. “I thought he spent his time in Denver. What was he doing here nine months ago, killing a human?”

Mani balked at that last part and almost dropped the file he was holding.

“W-Well, I don’t know about the killing part,” he said, and he set the twenty-years-ago file down on one of the desks. “But he spends about as much time here as he does in Denver, half his family is here. He’s Artemis’ cousin.”

“We heard,” I muttered. I hadn’t much liked Lyall already, seeing as how he’d tackled me to the floor, but if he was the one responsible for the deaths of the other werewolves? Not to mention he’d apparently murdered a human violently enough to cause a restless spirit.

“It would explain why he came back,” Kylah said with a grim expression, and she looked back at the file. “Why he was so nervous, so concerned for Artemis’ safety. Maybe it wasn’t even his parents who sent him here, like Artemis said. He might have come of his own accord.”

“You think Lyall could be responsible for the deaths?” Mani asked, and his gray eyes widened. “He wouldn’t! He’s one of us! He wouldn’t kill his own brothers and sisters!”

“Maybe not directly,” I told him flatly. “But there’s a disturbed ghost running around, and it’s pissed off enough to be possessing and killing werewolves. Must’ve come from somewhere. And nine months ago sounds about right.”

It certainly sounded like enough time for the spirit to grow angry enough to get that powerful. Asami had mentioned something about the rage festering. A mildly annoyed ghost would, over several decades, become powerful enough to possess inanimate objects and be classified as a poltergeist. That was what had happened to Jonathan Rowe’s spirit, anyway.

“We just let Lyall leave,” Kylah sighed. “He just stood up and left.”

“Hey.” I turned, gripped her by the arms, and bent my knees slightly to look her in the eye. “You didn’t know, alright? You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“We still need to find him,” she said, and I nodded.

“Damn right. We need to get Artemis and find him, ASAP.”

Kylah and I said hurried goodbyes to Mani, but he understood why we needed to leave and just asked us to keep Artemis safe. We promised we would and then rushed down the hallway, back to Selene’s office, and I only remembered at the last moment to knock on the door.

There was a brief pause before I heard Selene’s voice.

“Enter.”

Kylah and I rushed into the room, and I saw a large book-shaped object on Selene’s desk had been hidden under a white cloth. No doubt that was the Historia Lycaon, but I had other concerns right now.

“Artemis,” I said to the amber-eyed woman. “We need to leave now. We think we have a lead.”

“You do?” Selene asked. “What sort of lead?”

“We’ll explain later, ma’am,” I told her in as polite a voice as I could manage while still making clear we needed to hurry. “Once we’ve confirmed details. But we need to move fast.”

“Of course,” the redheaded werewolf said with a nod, and she gestured to Artemis. “Be safe, child.”

Artemis nodded respectfully, and then she followed Kylah and I through the meeting hall, down the entrance hallway, and back out into the parking lot. It was only when the three of us were in the car and I was trying to get the engine to turn over that she finally spoke up.

“What did you guys find in there?” she asked me, and her brow was tight with concern.

“Lyall killed a human nine months ago,” Kylah answered from the back seat. “It was… violent. Possibly violent enough to have caused a disturbed ghost.”

“What? No,” Artemis said at once. “No, Lyall’s a bit-- he can be brash, sure, but he’s not a killer!”

“The records said otherwise,” I said grimly as the car finally started, and we sped out of the lot.

“And it was the only violent death logged in the last year,” Kylah added. “There were a couple of maulings and bar brawls, but no deaths.”

“Nine months ago…” the werewolf woman muttered, and she reached out sideways to grip the inner handle of the passenger-side door. “He left so suddenly… I had no idea it was because of… I thought… ugh. I don’t know what I thought.”

“I’m sorry,” I said to her. My instinct was to say ‘it’s alright,’ but I knew that wasn’t true. “We’ll find him, okay? We’ll figure out what happened.”

“He killed someone,” Artemis said as her mouth twisted bitterly. “He said he got in a fight, but I had no idea he killed a human.”

I took one hand away from the steering wheel to pat her shoulder in comfort, but the moment my palm made contact with her jacket, she looked up at me sharply.

“We won’t have to kill him, will we?” she asked with her amber eyes wide and terrified. “To, like, make the ghost settle? Retribution?”

“God, no,” Kylah said quickly, and she leaned forward from the back seat so her head was between Artemis and me. “That wouldn’t do anything. We’ll need to find wherever the poor bastard was buried. Burn their body, or whatever it is that’s anchoring them to the mortal plane-- force them to move on to the next world.”

“So, Lyall’s safe?” Artemis asked as she bit her lip.

“Well, he’ll probably face some kind of punishment,” I said. “He did inadvertently cause the death of four other werewolves. But that would be Selene’s jurisdiction, not ours.”

The head of the werewolf community had given me no reason to suspect she was anything but reasonable. Whatever consequences she decided to dole out to Lyall, I was sure they would be fair.

But we had to find him first.

“The records didn’t give the name of the human,” Kylah said.

“They wouldn’t, if the victim was a mortal.” Artemis shook her head. “Poking around an active human crime scene would draw too much attention, so most incidents involving humans are left unnamed, compared to other members of the magical community.”

“Which means we need to figure out who Lyall killed, and where, and possibly how,” I said. We needed as much information as possible about the incident if we were going to figure out what the spirit was anchored to, and how to force it to move on.

I just really hoped we didn’t have to break into a police precinct’s morgue or something.

We arrived back at Artemis’ apartment within a couple of minutes, and the werewolf woman practically leapt out of the car. Then she immediately crouched down on one knee, with her hand pressed to the asphalt, and breathed in deeply through her nose.

“He went this way,” she said, and when I squinted, I could see a thin, silvery trail of aura leading in the same direction.

“He did,” I confirmed, and Artemis shot me a quizzical look as she got back into the car. She was clearly confused as to how I was able to corroborate her tracking, and I smiled apologetically. “I’ll explain later.”

“Right,” she said with a nod.

We didn’t have the time for lengthy explanations right now, so I restarted the engine, and between Artemis’ keen nose and my ability to see auras, we cut a winding path through the city streets, until they began to look concerningly familiar.

“Leo,” Kylah said in a warning voice, and she leaned forward again to see out of the front window.

“Yeah,” I muttered as my hands tightened around the steering wheel. “He’s going to our place.”

Did he track our scents back to the apartment? And what possible reason could Lyall have had to go there? I didn’t want to consider it. Was he hoping to use Carmen and the others as leverage against Kylah and me? Did he intend to take another set of victims, and he didn’t care if more werewolves got killed by disturbed ghosts?

Kylah had already pulled out her cellphone, but Artemis turned sharply in her seat and almost literally slapped the phone out of Kylah’s hand.

“Don’t!” she said. “He’ll hear any kind of vibration or text tone or whatever. We can’t spook him.”

“We don’t know what he’s doing in there!” I told her. “He could be holding Carmen hostage!”

Or Kegan, or Asami, who wasn’t even properly trained in combat. I felt sick to my stomach.

“Leo,” Artemis said to me. “I know… I know this is a lot, but I trust Lyall. He’s not a bad person. I don’t think he means you or your friends any harm.”

“He better not,” I growled as we pulled into the parking lot underneath the building. “If he’s harmed a single hair on their heads, he’s a dead man.”

“I’m afraid I have to agree,” Kylah said, and her voice was unusually cold. But I knew that when it came to Kegan, she was just as ruthlessly protective as I was of Carmen.

“Believe me,” Artemis said to us, and I glanced over to see her amber eyes narrowed with determination. “If he’s hurt your friends, he’ll have to answer to me, too.”

The three of us got out of the car and entered the building, and the thirty second elevator ride was quite possibly the tensest few moments of my entire life. It was like the moment before I’d taken a shot in the military, but stretched out into whole minutes. An unbearable tension that refused to break, and only got wound tighter.

The elevator finally gave a ‘ding!’ to indicate we’d arrived on our floor, and Kylah and I both jumped a little. We tried to file out normally, like nothing was wrong, but I felt a tremor in one of my hands as I reached for my keys and had to clench my fist to stop it. I wasn’t sure if it was anger toward Lyall or fear for Carmen.

I trusted Artemis. I believed she believed Lyall was a good guy, but I’d only met him once, and based on what I knew about him so far, I didn’t want him anywhere near my sister, my lovers, or my friend.

When I opened the door to the apartment, I saw Lyall sitting on the couch, with Carmen, Kegan, and Asami clustered around him. Carmen was sitting in her chair, and her legs were thrown over the side in a casual posture. Asami sat on the opposite end of the couch, as close to Carmen as possible, and the researcher looked uncomfortable. Kegan was standing closest to us and the front door with his arms folded, and he was the first to notice we’d walked in.

Lyall was the second, and he must have seen something in Artemis’ or my expression, because he jumped to his feet.

“I can explain!” He practically yelped the words and raised his hands not in an attack but in defense, like he was showing us he was unarmed.

“Get the hell away from them,” I snarled.

“Leo,” Lyall tried to say, but I stalked forward and grabbed him by the front of his shirt.

Then I balled my fists into the fabric, kept walking, and forced him to walk backward until his back collided with the wall.

“You know Sami told us there’s spotty evidence for retribution calming a disturbed spirit, but right now I think I’m willing to give that theory a go,” I growled at him.

In that moment, I didn’t even really care if Lyall facing punishment or even death would make the spirit stop possessing and killing werewolves, I just wanted to make him suffer for coming to my home and going anywhere near the people I cared about.

“Leo!” Asami cried out.

“Pip, what the hell are you doing?” Carmen shouted at the same moment, but I didn’t hear either of them.

I still had both hands tangled in Lyall’s shirt, and I was still deciding what to do first when I felt a hand on my shoulder and heard Kegan’s voice behind me.

“Leo.” His voice was calm and steady but still firm. “He didn’t hurt us. He said he had something to explain, but he wanted to wait until you guys got back with Artemis.”

I wasn’t convinced, and I shook Lyall roughly.

“Did you tell them what you did?” I demanded. “Did you tell them this shit is all your fault? Four werewolves are dead because of you!”

“What?” Asami asked, and her eyes went wide as she clapped a hand to her mouth.

Carmen also looked stunned, and she reached out to lay a hand on the researcher’s shoulder.

“Leo,” my sister said very carefully. “What’s going on?”

“You didn’t hear?” I asked back, but I didn’t look at her. “Lyall here killed a human nine months ago. Violently. It’s the only death logged in the past year that could explain a ghost this disturbed. He’s the reason those werewolves have been killed.”

“No!” Lyall cried out. “No, I swear, that’s not what happened--”

“So you didn’t kill a human?” Artemis asked in a dangerously cold voice.

“Well…” The werewolf man cringed. “Yes, I did. But-- but it’s not that simple, I--”

“It’s not that simple?” Artemis almost shrieked at him. “You killed a man, Ly! And now our people are being murdered by a ghost with a serious bone to pick against lycanthropes! How else do you explain what’s been happening!”

“I came back here because I heard about those deaths,” Lyall told her.

“Why? So you could gloat over what you did?” I asked him. “So you could watch your community be torn apart because of something you caused?”

“Don’t you dare,” Lyall snarled back at me, and his hands finally lowered from their raised-in-surrender position to grab my wrists tight. “Don’t you dare tell me I don’t care about my people. I came here because I wanted to help. I wanted answers. I wanted to keep Artie safe.”

“You’re the reason she isn’t safe!” I shouted back.

“Pip, I think we all need to calm down,” Carmen said from the other side of the room. She still had her hand on Asami’s shoulder.

“I think Carmen’s right, Leo,” Kylah agreed in a soothing tone. “We should at least give Lyall the chance to explain himself fully.”

“I swear to you,” the werewolf man said as he stared into my eyes, and his voice was mostly steady. “I didn’t come here to hurt anyone. I wanted to speak to Asami, to explain what had happened. I knew what you guys would find, and… and I know how it looks, but it’s not me.”

I narrowed my eyes at him and just glared for a long moment as I weighed up my options. We’d approached Selene to help the werewolf community, and we’d gone to great lengths to show we would work alongside them and treat them with respect. Lyall clearly had some explaining to do, but as angry as I was, I knew it would be foolish not to hear him out.

“If you try anything,” I warned him. “I will kill you where you stand.”

I then let go of his shirt and stepped back several paces, and Lyall smartly stayed exactly where he was.

“Start from the beginning,” Artemis said as he crossed her arms.

“Right.” Lyall nodded. “Well… I did kill a human. I won’t deny that. I never did. But it’s not… I really don’t think that human is the cause of these killings.”

“Don’t tell us what you think, tell us what you know,” I said.

“Pip,” Carmen murmured, and I finally took my eyes off Lyall to glance at her and see her arched eyebrow and pointed look. “Maybe back off a little?”

I saw then that Asami was almost on the verge of tears, and with a pang I realized how upsetting this whole situation was for her. I stepped sideways and reached out to wrap an arm around her shoulders, and Kylah came over to do the same on the researcher’s other side. As I turned back to look at Lyall, to hear his explanation, I saw a flicker of hurt in his expression, but I couldn’t bring myself to care about his feelings right now.

“Tell us what you know,” I said again in a slightly less accusatory tone.

“Last summer,” the werewolf man began with a sigh. “I was just… I was just walking around, late at night. And some guy jumped me.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Artemis wince.

“Some humans-- mortals-- they fancy themselves as witch-hunters,” Lyall explained. “They get a glimpse of the magical world, or maybe they just get too deep into some rabbit hole about demons and hell or whatever, and they think it’s their job to… well. To kill everything non-human.”

“So, the human attacked you?” Asami asked, and her voice had a strange quality to it. She sounded very removed from the situation, even though her expression still looked pained, and she was holding on to one of Kylah’s hands so tightly her knuckles had gone white.

“He tried to slit my throat,” Lyall said with a nod. “He had a silver knife, so he knew what I was. I tried to throw him off, I was thrashing around, so he missed my throat, but he still cut me. I know none of you are lycanthropes, but… silver burns. It disorients us. I could barely see straight, and I was panicking because some random guy was trying to kill me.”

“What happened next?” I asked in a measured tone. I wasn’t angry anymore, just focused on the task at hand. If Lyall was so convinced the man he’d killed wasn’t the spirit possessing werewolves, we needed proof.

And for proof, we needed details.

“It’s a bit… hazy,” Lyall confessed, and he ran a hand through his hair nervously. “I was just… scared. Fighting on instinct. I fought for my life. I got slashed a couple more times, which didn’t help, but eventually I realized the guy had stopped attacking me, so I just ran. I didn’t hear until the next morning, on the local news, that he’d been found in the street, bleeding and unconscious. He was pronounced dead on arrival at the hospital.”

I swallowed. That sounded… well. It sounded awful. He’d just been walking around minding his own business, and some random zealot with a hero complex had tried to murder him. At the very least, I could sympathize with Lyall, but none of what he’d said made me think this human wasn’t the disturbed ghost we were looking for.

“So, a mortal with a vendetta against magic tried to kill a werewolf and was instead caught up in a vicious fight with a werewolf that eventually got him killed,” I said. “That sounds like a pretty pissed off spirit.”

“Unfortunately, I agree,” Kylah said as she pursed her lips. “It sounds like a perfect recipe for a disturbed ghost.”

“Maybe it is,” Lyall admitted, and he put his head in his hands and sighed defeatedly. “God. Maybe it is. But I need you all to know I never intended to hurt anyone. I didn’t even mean to kill that guy, I was just…”

“You were fighting for your life.” I nodded. “Don’t worry. I believe you.”

“That’s why you left, though, isn’t it?” Artemis asked him. “You left so suddenly, and that’s why.”

Lyall raised his head from his hands to meet his cousin’s eye, and he looked pale and drawn. He looked ill. I had to wonder for a moment how much this death had been weighing on him all these months. The guilt of it. And now, possibly, the knowledge that he’d indirectly caused the deaths of four of his brothers and sisters.

“Yeah,” he said hoarsely. “Selene thought… thought it would be best if I stayed in Denver for a while. She didn’t want to punish me for something that wasn’t really my fault.”

“Especially not a juvenile,” Artemis added, and then she turned to me and the others. “I believe him, too. He might’ve caused this fuck up, but he didn’t do it intentionally.”

“Even so, four werewolves are still dead,” Kegan said with a furrowed brow. “We need to stop this spirit before that number rises.”

“Whatever punishment Selene deems fit for me, I’ll take it,” Lyall said, and he stood up a little straighter. He still looked tired, but his eyes were clearer and more determined now.

“I guess the question now, then, is… who were they?” Kylah asked, and she looked over at the werewolf man. “Do you have any idea who attacked you? Their name? If they were given their last rites?”

“No, sorry.” Lyall shook his head miserably. “The news didn’t release anything at the time, and…”

“And afterward, you didn’t want to know,” I said, and I couldn’t help that my tone was knowing. It wasn’t an easy thing, looking at the face of a person you’d killed. A person who would still be alive if not for you. No matter your reason for killing them.

Scratch had been the easiest, but he’d been so far gone from human that it almost hadn’t mattered. Not because he’d been a vampire, but because his disregard for others’ lives had been so complete, so casual. He hadn’t cared about any life other than his own.

But the people I’d killed in the field?

I didn’t let my brain finish the thought. Down that road lay only madness.

“Yeah,” Lyall said in a quiet voice, and he bowed his head. “Maybe I should’ve, though. Forced myself to recognize the full consequences. Plus, I’d be able to help you guys with this, now.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Carmen said, and she was the first to move from the little semi-circle formation we’d formed around Lyall as she went to the kitchen table and opened her laptop. “Do you remember the date?”

“July second,” Lyall answered at once.

I was a little chilled by how quickly he offered the information. This really must have been haunting him.

Carmen moving was like the first breath of air after breaking the surface of water, and some of the tension in the apartment finally relaxed. Kylah, Kegan, Asami, Artemis, and myself all also stepped away from Lyall, and we took seats either on the couch or around the kitchen table. Lyall moved, too, and like in Artemis’ apartment he moved with the careful, jerky motions of someone who was trying to be calm in a situation that was anything but.

I felt the urge to ask him where he’d served, but I figured that would be the last thing Lyall would want to discuss right now. In fact, lingering trauma from his service may well have contributed to the death of this human. I knew what it was like to act on instinct and only realize after a few moments that the danger wasn’t as bad as you’d thought, or maybe entirely imagined.

But to go through all the effort of convincing yourself that you were home, and home was safe, only to be jumped in the street? For a stranger to try and slit your throat? I reckoned I still didn’t like Lyall very much, but I could definitely sympathize with his position.

“Aha!” Carmen announced triumphantly, which drew me from my thoughts, and I turned to look at where she was sitting at the table. “I’m in!”

“In?” I asked, but a second later the realization hit, and I jumped to my feet. “Monkey! What the hell?”

“It’s not my fault their security is crappy,” my sister scoffed. Her rapid typing didn’t falter for a second as she said this, and I glared at her.

“This has to stop, Carmen!” I insisted. “You’re gonna get caught one day, and they’ll send you to jail!”

“Pfft, no they won’t. I’m not leaking any of these files online, and I’m not blackmailing them with information. They won’t even know I was in there. I’m like a cat burglar!” She glanced up from her screen to grin at me.

“To be fair, this is probably the less risky alternative,” Kegan said to me. “Compared to one of us glamouring ourselves and literally breaking into their records. At which point we’d probably have to hack the computer anyway, since everything would be digitized.”

“Yes, thank you, Kegan,” I muttered as I shot him a look, but he just shrugged.

I considered taking back what I’d said about him being good for my sister earlier. Maybe he was just enabling her worst impulses.

Still, I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen Carmen this happy. I resolved instead to buy her a nice old engine sometime soon-- something that would keep her from hacking into government files for at least a couple of months.

But as for right now, she was already in, so I walked over to the kitchen table and leaned on the back of her chair to read over her shoulder.

Lyall stood off to the side and was still able to see the screen.

“You find anything yet, then?” I asked.

“Since we have the date, that narrows things down a lot,” Carmen told me. “There are a couple news stories online about the attack, but nothing too major, and none of them give the guy’s name because his family asked for personal information not to be released. Ever since that aide got killed a couple years ago, a lot of victims’ families have asked for identifying information to stay private so people can’t cook up wacko conspiracies about the murders.”

“Makes sense,” I admitted. “But the police themselves have that information, right?”

“Obviously,” my sister drawled, and she shot me a grin. “These are all the case files logged on July second of last year. And this--”

She clicked on a file, and a photo of a skinny white man with pale blue eyes and sandy-brown hair filled the screen.

“--is Fabian Sewell.”

“That’s him,” Lyall said at once. “I’d remember those eyes anywhere.”

“They look so cold,” Artemis agreed, and she leaned over my shoulder the same way I leaned over Carmen’s. “So, what does it say about his death?”

“Uhh…” My sister skimmed a few lines, and then I felt her deflate a little as she hunched forward slightly. “Ah, shit.”

“What?” Kylah asked from where she was still standing next to Asami.

I suspected the pair of them would have come over to stand by the laptop and watch Carmen if not for the fact Lyall had done that first, and Asami probably didn’t want to stand very close to him right now.

“Fabian Sewell’s body was released to his family and interred in their church cemetery after a full Catholic funeral,” Carmen sighed. “He received his last rites.”


Chapter 12

On the one hand, I was a little relieved for Lyall, and Artemis, that Fabian Sewell was not the ghost killing the werewolves. Whatever guilt and shame Lyall had to come to terms with, it stayed confined to that single night and single death.

On the other hand, it put the rest of us right back at square one.

“There’s just no way a spirit who was given a full funeral would be disturbed enough to cause this kind of damage,” Asami said to us all. “No matter how violent the death. Sewell’s body and faith were honored, and his soul would be at peace.”

“Well, good for him,” Artemis said as her face twisted sourly, and I had to agree with that sentiment.

From what Lyall said, Sewell brought his death upon himself, and my sympathy was limited.

“Are you sure, though?” My sister looked at Asami from over the top of her laptop with a furrowed brow.

“What do you mean?” Asami asked, and I had to admit I was confused, too, because Asami was by far the smartest of our group, and she’d yet to lead us wrong.

“I just meant… can you be sure this would always be the case? Considering…” Carmen glanced at Lyall and Artemis. “… what happened in Oregon?”

Oh. The chimera. A bastardization of magic none of us had even thought was possible. I frowned at that, because my sister may have a point there.

“That was different,” Asami said firmly. “We know what’s causing these deaths-- ghost possession. It’s just a question of figuring out whose ghost is doing the possessing.”

“And it definitely isn’t Sewell?” Lyall asked, and I could see the slight pain in his expression when he said Sewell’s name.

“No,” Asami said in a resolute tone, and the tension in the werewolf man’s shoulders finally relaxed a little. “But it does beg the question of, if not Sewell, then who?”

“One step at a time,” I said, and I patted Carmen on the shoulder before I stood up straight and turned to Lyall. “Sorry about… All of that.”

“It’s fine,” Lyall muttered, and he looked down at the floor for a moment. “I… could’ve handled it better. Should’ve handled that better. Fuck.”

He buried his face in his hands again, but this time like he was tired rather than at a loss for what to do, and I realized Lyall was just a normal guy. He wasn’t an Eye, or a freelancer, he was an everyday citizen who happened to be part of the magical world. All of this stuff with ghost possession and his friends dying was unusual to him, and not part of his daily life. Even if he’d served in the military at one time or another, he wasn’t used to this. He wasn’t used to the fight being here.

Maybe that was why becoming a freelancer had been good for me, because most days it felt like fighting was the only thing I really knew how to do. It wasn’t like I had training for any other kind of job, not even wait staff. But for other people, like Lyall Conan, this life might have destroyed him. He would have come to see enemies around every corner, like I once had, which was how I’d known it was time for me to leave the military for good.

I’d needed to go home, to a place I loved, to people I loved, and fight to keep them safe. I’d needed to feel my effort was for a good cause and was to help people. I’d needed to see the results of those struggles. Lyall seemed like the type of person who’d be struggling for so long that he was just… exhausted.

“You should go home,” I told him, and I managed to lay a hand on his shoulder. “Go home, where you feel safe. Get some rest. And some distance.”

Lyall raised his head to look at me, and only then did I notice the dark circles under his gray eyes. Just how much had Fabian Sewell’s death been haunting him? Just how much had he been worrying for his cousin?

“He’s right, Ly,” Artemis said in a gentle tone. “This isn’t good for you, and you know it.”

“I… I can’t leave you here, though.” Lyall shook his head. “It’s not safe. I might not be the cause behind the killings, but that doesn’t mean you’re not in danger here, that I’m not gonna do everything I can to protect you.”

“Ly,” the amber-eyed woman said firmly, and she reached out to place her hands on each of Lyall’s shoulders. “Listen to me. I’m okay, here. I know what I’m doing, and I know how to protect myself. I’ve got plenty of sage at my apartment. But you know being here is bad for you. It’s too many bad memories. I’ll be better if I know you’re back in Denver, safe. Okay?”

The werewolf man raised his hands to cover Artemis’ own, and there was a long pause before he nodded.

“Okay,” he murmured, and he took her hands from his shoulders to hold them between his own, almost like he was praying. “I’ll go. But you have to promise to call me if you get in over your head. I won’t let you deal with this shit alone. You’re not a hunter, or an Eye.”

“I know,” she said. “But these guys are. And I believe they can help us, and stop whoever’s killing our people. You trust Sami, right?”

“Always.” Lyall glanced up, over Artemis’ head, to look at where Asami and Kylah were still standing on the other side of the room.

The researcher was less turned into the blonde woman’s shoulder now, and she looked less unnerved, but she was still holding on tightly to Kylah’s hand.

“For what it’s worth,” Lyall told Asami. “I’m sorry.”

“I know you are,” Asami replied, and there was a whole world in that sentence. Then Asami turned to look at me and gave a warm, if slightly shy smile, and I grinned back at her confidently.

“But I’m glad you found people who love you,” the werewolf man continued, and he looked at Kylah and me. “You guys… you keep them both safe.”

“We’d never let anything happen to Sami,” Kylah promised. “Or Artemis.”

“Alright, then.” Lyall gave a smart nod and turned toward the door.

Kegan was still standing by it, and the blond man stepped aside so Lyall could pass in total silence, but his green eyes watched the werewolf man’s every movement until the front door closed and blocked him from Kegan’s view.

“I’m sorry about all that,” Artemis murmured with her eyes still trained on the door. “I really had no idea about… any of it.”

“It’s okay,” Kylah told her. “He didn’t do anything wrong, really. He just had really shitty luck.”

“I can safely say if some freak with a knife jumped me out of nowhere, I wouldn’t feel guilty about fighting back and possibly killing them,” Carmen scoffed. “It’s kind of annoying we’re back to the drawing board with identifying our ghost, though.”

It was more than ‘kind of’ annoying, but I knew saying so out loud wouldn’t actually help anything.

“Should we go back to Selene and ask to look at more records?” I asked, and I directed the question as much to Artemis as to Asami.

“Not much point, really,” Asami said as both she and Artemis shook their heads. “You mentioned Fabian’s was the only death in the past year that could theoretically cause a disturbed spirit. And, at this point, I really doubt it’s a werewolf doing this to its own people.”

“Agreed,” Artemis said with a frown. “Even a tormented ghost wouldn’t do this.”

“I didn’t see any werewolf incidents that would fit the profile of a disturbed ghost, anyway,” Kylah added. “There were only two killings-- Fabian Sewell and a fight with a vampire back in December.”

“Vampires often have a bone to pick with lycanthropes, but not to the extent that their ghost could possess a living being,” the werewolf woman added.

“Vampires can become ghosts?” I asked.

For some reason, I’d assumed they couldn’t, and for a moment I wondered if Sullivan Scratch was going to manifest into a violent ghost in a few months and come after us.

“It’s extremely unusual,” Kegan said, and he waved a hand dismissively. “Something about vampire venom, or being turned, or just living for such a stupidly long time. And if you’re worried about Scratch coming after us, he’d been chugging so much half-fae blood that it’s a wonder his body didn’t just crumble into ash the second he died.”

I had to admit, that was a bit of a comfort, but it made sense. Burning the body-- or, in cases where there was no body, the anchor-- was the most effective way to force a ghost to move on, and Scratch had essentially been burning himself from the inside out for months, if not years.

“Good to know.” I nodded. “So, if it’s not the vampire, and it’s not Fabian Sewell, what does that leave us with?”

“I’m not sure,” Asami admitted, and she bit her bottom lip in a combination of thoughtfulness and frustration. “But I don’t think looking through any more of the records is going to help.”

“In that case, you might as well go, too,” I said to Artemis.

“What?” she asked, and her amber eyes were surprised when she looked at me.

“You didn’t sign up for any of this,” I said. “No more than Lyall did. We’re not gonna drag you into this whole freelancing, hunting thing.”

“Drag me?” Artemis’ lip curled in amusement. “You couldn’t ‘drag’ me anywhere, pretty boy. I’m here because I want to be.”

“Artemis…” Asami began, but the amber-eyed woman tilted up her chin in determination.

“Someone is killing people in my community, my family,” she said. “You guys said you could stop the killings, and I want to help you. I might not be a highly-trained former Eye, or whatever, but I can still be of use.”

She shot me a look as if daring me to deny her, and I found I had no argument against it.

“I say let her stay,” Carmen said with a shrug, and she leaned back in her chair with one arm slung over the back. “She’s probably better in a fight than I am. She has, like, werewolf super-strength. I’m just a mechanic.”

“And a felon in the making.” I cast a pointed glance at her still-open laptop screen, and Carmen stuck her tongue out at me and slammed the laptop closed.

It was a wonder she hadn’t cracked the screen. Or snapped it off the keyboard.

“Artemis, our work can get pretty dangerous,” Kylah warned. “It’s admirable you want to help, really, but there’s a real risk of you getting hurt, or even killed.”

“There’s a risk of me getting hurt or killed if I just sit at home right now,” the werewolf woman pointed out. “Come on. You know this whole thing will be easier with a lycanthrope on your team, and I want to help.”

“I trust her,” Asami said to the rest of us. “I’m not trained in combat, either. But I know the risks, and I’m willing to take them, and I trust you guys to have my back.”

“That’s just it, she doesn’t,” I said. My tone was firm, but not accusing, and I leveled my gaze at Artemis. “I won’t fight alongside someone who doesn’t trust me. That’s how people get killed.”

The amber-eyed woman’s mouth twisted, but she met my eyes without flinching.

“It’s nothing personal,” she said.

“Same here.” I felt the urge to fold my arms, but that would have looked too defensive, so I slipped my hands into my pockets. “If you stay, it’s because you trust us.”

“I trust Sami,” Artemis clarified. “And I trust her judgment. I vouched for you with Selene, and with Lyall. Does that count for anything?”

“It does,” I admitted. “But I still wouldn’t feel comfortable fighting alongside you.”

Not yet, anyway.

“Okay,” the werewolf woman told me. “Then don’t.”

“What do you mean?” I asked with a slight frown.

“Don’t let me fight.” Artemis shrugged. “I’ll stick more to the research side of things, with Sami. I’m not formally trained in combat anyway, so I’m less likely to get hurt and bring down a whole litigation, ‘civilian endangerment’ thing on your heads. Then you don’t have to worry about me not having your back in a fight, because I won’t be there.”

She was smiling by the time she finished speaking, and I couldn’t hold back a smile of my own, either, and then the pair of us were grinning at each other like idiots.

“Oh,” Carmen said with a laugh. “I like her. I really like her.”

“That works for me,” Kylah agreed in an amused tone, and Kegan nodded as he tried to fight back a grin.

“So, it’s settled, then?” Asami said, and she looked around us all with a relieved expression.

“I don’t see why not,” I said with a shrug. I certainly wasn’t going to turn away a sincere offer of help, especially from a member of the community we were trying to help in the first place.

“Sami’s right, though, checking the records probably won’t produce any more useful results,” Artemis then said.

“Did you find anything useful in the Historia Lycaon?” Kylah asked her. “Any kind of patterns of deaths?”

“No,” the werewolf woman sighed. “No mention of anyone dropping dead or bleeding from the eyes. I think it’s safe to say this is a new threat.”

“So, if there was nothing in the Historia, and nothing in recent records, where does that leave us?” Carmen asked as she tapped out an irregular rhythm on the tabletop.

“Well, does the death have to be violent?” I suggested, and I looked over at Kegan and Asami. “What if someone died peacefully, but they weren’t given their last rites? Or they were, and then their gravesite was desecrated?”

“This ghost is too furious to have had a grave,” Asami said before she pursed her lips. “But… well, it’s possible they could have died peacefully, but been denied proper rites. Like a werewolf whose death wasn’t properly marked by the community.”

“Not a chance,” Artemis said firmly. “No one would let that happen. We respect our dead. Even… even a half-human, like me, or someone who was turned and joined the community in adulthood would be given full funeral rites.”

“A spirit this angered would have to have been disturbed on a very deep level,” Asami agreed. “I don’t think a peaceful death could cause this much anger. What kind of actions, or even magic, could make a ghost so furious if they died quietly and were properly honored?”

“Why don’t we try and find out?” Kegan suggested, and we all turned to look at him.

I saw him tense slightly at the sudden influx of attention, and he shrugged a little self-consciously.

“I just meant…” the blond said slowly, and he raised a hand to rub at the back of his neck. “We know where the four werewolves were killed. Maybe Carmen and Leo could… do their thing. Try to get a read on who was there, what kind of magic was at play.”

“That’s a pretty good idea, actually,” I said, and I turned to my sister to see her nodding at me enthusiastically.

“Do your thing?” Artemis asked, and I looked at her to see she’d raised an eyebrow and was glancing between Carmen and me.

“We didn’t grow up in the magical world,” my sister explained. “So Leo and I are less accustomed to auras. We can see them more clearly.”

Realization dawned on Artemis’ face.

“So that’s how you were able to track Lyall when we came here,” she said with a nod, and then she laughed a little. “I thought you somehow could smell him, like I could.”

“No, I could just see his aura,” I said with a slight chuckle. “But Kegan’s right, going to the site of the deaths could be helpful. Plus, Carmen can try out her… vibes-sensing thing and see if that pulls up anything.”

“That sounds as good an idea as any right now,” Kylah said and shrugged. “We should probably check out the site of the most recent death, then.”

“Lowell,” Artemis supplied in a soft and slightly mournful voice.

“It might be useful to check out the first one, too,” I said, and I looked over at the werewolf woman. “That was Jaci, right?”

“Right,” she said with a nod. “Do you want us to split up, then? Or should we stick together in one big group?”

“We’ll cover ground more quickly if we split up,” Carmen said. “Depends on how dangerous you think this’ll be.”

“We still don’t know precisely how the ghost is possessing and killing people,” I said. “But this doesn’t seem like the sort of enemy you can just punch or shoot until it backs off.”

“You can’t shoot ghosts, they’re incorporeal.” Kegan shook his head. “And if you shoot someone who’s possessed, you’ll just hurt them, not the spirit.”

“Then we split up,” I said firmly. “Just make sure everyone takes a lot of sage to burn.”

“Great, we’re gonna stink like a college frat,” my sister muttered resentfully as she stood up and went to the kitchen cupboard where we stored the sage.

It was decided that Artemis, Asami, and myself would go to where Jaci had died, and Carmen, Kylah, and Kegan would go to where Lowell had died. This way, each group had someone who could sense unusual magic-- Carmen and myself-- and someone who could decipher what we encountered-- Asami and Kegan.

As it turned out, Jaci actually died not too far from where we lived, so Carmen’s group took the car, and my group walked, which was completely fine with me.

“Did you know Jaci well?” I asked Artemis as we walked three abreast down the road with Asami in the middle and her fingers laced with mine.

“Not really,” the werewolf woman answered with a shake of her head. “She was nice, we said ‘hi’ when we saw one another, but we weren’t really close. I’m… not super close to anyone in the community, really. Aside from my mom.”

“Is that… because of your dad?” I asked in as delicate a tone as I could manage.

“You mean because I’m a half-breed?” Artemis didn’t flinch as she looked at me. “Partly. But it’s also because I genuinely wanted to have a life on both sides of the veil. Some mortals who get turned decide to give up their human life entirely, just join the magical world. Not many people… straddle the line. But I wanted to. I’m part of both worlds, y’know?”

“I know,” Asami and I said at the same time, and I shared a little grin with her.

Artemis smiled at us both, like she was pleased. I wasn’t sure if that was because Asami and I both clearly adored each other, or because we understood Artemis’ struggle, but it felt like a compliment regardless.

“I, for one, am glad you decided to have a life outside the community,” Asami then said, and she reached out with her free hand to take Artemis’.

The werewolf woman grinned, and I wondered when she’d last been able to truly, one hundred percent, count on other people, and if that was why she was slower to trust us.

Either way, I was determined to make her see that she could count on and trust us, and I’d meant it when I’d said we wanted to help the community and make the magical world as a whole feel safer.

We eventually arrived at the spot where Jaci’s body had been found, but I wouldn’t have been able to identify it if Artemis hadn’t been there with us. She came to stop at the mouth of an alleyway in a particularly quiet part of the city, not too far from what I still mentally referred to as the ‘supernatural district.’

“This is it?” I asked the werewolf woman, and she nodded.

“Her brother found her,” she told us, with her eyes fixed on the exact spot.

When I squinted, hard, I could see the tiny remnants of an aura, which was weird, and I frowned.

“Leo?” Asami asked. “What is it?”

“I can… see an aura,” I muttered.

That shouldn’t have been possible. Auras vanished when people died. Lowell and Ayla’s bodies hadn’t had auras when Asami and I had seen them in the morgue of the community hall. So this spot shouldn’t have had an aura, either.

“That’s impossible,” Artemis said flatly. “Even if Jaci’s aura was still around, it’s been weeks since she was killed.”

“It’s faint,” I admitted. “Kind of… withered. But it’s still there.”

“Your sister really wasn’t kidding,” the amber-eyed woman said, and she was looking at me with an expression that was equal parts impressed and mildly disturbed. “I didn’t even know it was possible to see the aura of someone dead.”

“It’s not.” Asami frowned. “Or, it shouldn’t be, at least. Leo, can you tell us anything specific?”

“Uh…” I squinted harder and tried to summon up my own magic.

I’d used my magic to boost my physical strength in the fight against Mani, so surely I could boost my own second sight ability, too. That would probably even be easier, because the second sight was another magical skill.

“Yeah,” I said after several long moments. “There’s like… I can tell it’s a werewolf’s aura, so it must be Jaci’s, but there’s another, like… woven through it? Like if Jaci’s was a thick rope, there’s a thinner thread wrapped around it, almost like, holding it together.”

“Must be the ghost’s,” Asami said, and I nodded, because I’d thought the same. “But that would make sense. The ghost isn’t at rest yet. A spirit is basically a pure soul, which would have an identifiable aura. People who astral project don’t have auras either-- or, they do, but it continues past their physical body, to wherever their spirit has wandered.”

“This isn’t like that, though, is it?” I said. “Jaci and the others were killed. So is the ghost’s aura… holding it here?”

“I’m not sure,” the researcher said with a frown. “You must be seeing the ghost’s aura, there’s no other explanation for why someone’s aura would be threaded through with someone else’s.”

“Well, Jaci and the others had pretty violent deaths,” I pointed out. “Maybe their own spirits are a little disturbed, and they’ll manifest as violent ghosts themselves in a couple months.”

Artemis’ expression tightened, and I realized a moment later I could probably have phrased that a little more sensitively.

“Jaci’s funeral has already been held,” Asami reminded us both in a gentle voice. “She was given a proper burial and rites, so this is probably just some latent disturbance. Once we stop the ghost, her aura should fade properly, and she’ll be fully at peace.”

“You better not just be saying that to make me feel better,” Artemis grumbled, and she raised a hand to wipe a stray tear from the corner of her eye before it could spill over onto her cheek, but she was smiling a little, too.

“You’re not the only one who prefers ugly truths to pretty lies,” the Japanese woman said with a smile, and she reached out to give Artemis’ hand a quick squeeze.

“So, Jaci and the others, they’ll be at peace?” I asked, and Asami nodded.

“Like Artemis said, the werewolves respect and honor their dead. But that still doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try to solve this as quickly as possible.”

“Agreed,” I said, and I looked back at the aura.

As best I could tell, it was a human aura, but that didn’t really count for much. While living mortal humans didn’t have auras, because they didn’t have magic, it was a little less clear for ghosts. As Asami had said, they were basically pure souls, and capable of some sort of magic, so they had auras regardless of whether they belonged to a mortal or a magical.

“Is there any chance you could identify the individual?” Artemis asked me.

“Even my eyes aren’t that good.” I shook my head. “And I don’t think I would be able to tell who it was without comparing it. Like a fingerprint. No one can identify a fingerprint just by looking at it, you have to match them.”

“And you wouldn’t be able to unless you’d seen this person when they were still alive,” Asami said.

“More than that,” I told her. “If this spirit was a mortal, they wouldn’t have had an aura for me to see when they were alive.”

“So, this was useless, too?” Artemis asked, and her exasperation was beginning to show.

Honestly, I could sympathize, because it was starting to feel like we were going around in circles and were never going to identify whose ghost was killing the werewolves.

“No,” I said, as much to my own pessimism as to Artemis. “No, we’re eliminating options. We’re narrowing down our search field. We know this person must have died recently, and violently. They have a disturbed spirit and some kind of grudge against werewolves, since we haven’t heard or learned of any other paranormals dying under similar circumstances. That’s already a pretty narrow search parameter.”

“You might have to just let Carmen break into the municipal death records,” Asami remarked in a slightly dry tone, and I shot her a look, but she just smiled at me innocently.

She was too cute for her own good.

“We’ll call that our last resort,” I said in the same dry tone, and I blinked a few times to make my eyes relax. The thin remnants of Jaci’s aura, and the spirit’s, vanished from my view as I turned my attention back onto my two companions. “Maybe we should go look at the other sites. Kenyon was the one after Jaci, right?”

“Yeah,” Artemis said with a nod. “He wasn’t near here, though. Closer to where the others went, where Lowell was found.”

“We might as well head over there, then,” I said. “Compare notes, and see if Kenyon’s site tells us anything.”

It certainly couldn’t hurt to look over all four of the deaths, anyway. Records and bodies could only tell us so much. There was a point at which we had to do the research ourselves, rather than relying on what other people noted down.

“Sounds good.” Asami gestured to Artemis. “Lead the way.”

The werewolf woman gave a nod and turned to walk, but she’d only made it a couple of steps before she stumbled and collapsed to the ground.


Chapter 13

“Artemis!” Asami cried out, and she rushed forward to help her friend, who was struggling to push herself up onto hands and knees. “Are you okay? What happened? Did you trip?”

Something cold prickled across the skin on the back of my neck, and I felt the hairs there rise.

“Sami…” I said slowly, and I took a cautious step forward to lay a hand on the Japanese woman’s shoulder. “I think… I think you should take a step back.”

“What?” Asami asked, but she didn’t turn to look at me and instead kept her focus on Artemis. “She could be hurt. Artemis! Why isn’t she-- can you hear me?”

The werewolf woman was beginning to convulse and groan in pain, and my sense of unease mounted rapidly.

“Sami,” I said again, but more firmly this time, and just as I lurched forward to physically pull Asami away, Artemis turned to face the pair of us, and there were streaks of blood trailing down her face from her eyes.

Asami let out a horrified cry but didn’t quite let me drag her back. She resisted me for a moment and clearly wanted to try and help, but I was sure if Artemis-- not that she actually was Artemis right now-- got her hands on the researcher, it wouldn’t end well.

“Sami, get away from her!” I shouted as I yanked with all my strength, and Asami finally moved away from the werewolf woman. I shoved the researcher behind me so I was standing between the two women, and then I raised one hand as if warding Artemis off. “Stay back! Whoever you are, stay back!”

If Artemis-- or whoever was possessing her at that moment-- had any sense of what I was saying, she didn’t give any indication. Instead, she gave an inhuman wail and lunged for me.

“Fuck!” I yelped, and I staggered back before she could touch me.

Clearly, whoever was in there had no interest in listening to me right now, and I had a feeling if Artemis got a hand on me, she wouldn’t let me go.

I began to edge back away from her slowly, and it seemed that slow movements did the trick, because mostly she just watched Asami and I inch further and further away.

Which was great, because I didn’t want to test out the limits of her werewolf strength on my own flesh.

“How did it get into her?” Asami muttered from behind me, because obviously this was the spirit that had been possessing the other werewolves.

I didn’t know the exact statistical odds of there being two furious, murderous ghosts prowling around downtown Los Angeles, but I was confident enough to say they were pretty astronomical.

“I don’t know,” I replied as I continued to move slowly away. “Maybe she drew attention to herself by helping us with the investigation. Maybe it’s just really fucking shitty luck. Do you think it’s limited?”

“Limited how?” Asami asked in a low, frantic voice.

“Well, it possessed her, not either of us,” I said.

“I think whoever it is just has a preference for werewolves,” the researcher murmured. “Does it even matter right now? We have to--”

She was cut off when Artemis gave another chilling wail, but this one didn’t sound so much like an enraged battle cry as it did a moan of pain. I watched as the werewolf woman staggered forward a few steps and began clutching her head, and her fingers raked across her scalp like she wanted to claw open her skull.

Before I could even think of how to help her, Artemis looked up sharply and literally sprinted toward me. I just had enough time to shove Asami to the side before the werewolf woman collided into me and knocked me to the ground, and she was snarling and growling like she’d gone completely feral.

“Shit, fuck, shit, fuck!” I muttered to myself as I struggled to keep her fangs away from my skin. I’d never gotten this close of a look at a werewolf’s teeth before, but her upper and lower canines were distinctly more pointed than a regular human’s and more than capable of tearing me to pieces, especially in her current state.

I’d read once that the human jaw possessed enough strength to bite through a finger as easily as a carrot. I had no idea if that was actually true, but I definitely didn’t want to test it out. I shoved as hard as I could despite my disadvantaged position on the floor, and I managed to push Artemis off me, but she seemed almost like she’d been bracing for it, because she all but landed on her feet. I only had time to get to my own feet before she rushed me again, and again she was trying to claw my eyes or rip my throat out while still shrieking and bleeding from her own eyes.

“Artemis!” I cried out as I tried to fend her off. “Artemis, can you hear me in there?”

Her pupils were enormous, so her irises were just thin rings of amber around pools of black. Did ghost possession mimic a high? Was she in any way aware of what she was even doing? Had her perception of the situation been warped, or did she just black out, and the spirit was piloting her body?

None of that really made a difference right now. What little advantage I might have had over her in size and strength was completely dashed due to her being a werewolf. Not to mention, I was faced with the additional tasks of both defending Asami-- which meant I needed to keep Artemis’ attention focused on me as much as possible-- and not harming Artemis any more than necessary.

“You have to fight!” I called to the werewolf woman as I shoved her back a few paces on some tiny hope that maybe she could hear us. “You’re stronger than whatever this is!”

I didn’t know if this had any effect whatsoever, because Artemis just charged at me again, and all I could think of for a moment was that I was glad tonight wasn’t a full moon. She surely would have torn me to shreds by now if she’d been in her wolf form.

As it was, I could feel my own strength beginning to wane, and Artemis was beginning to make headway in our struggle. That could not be allowed to happen, and I grimly realized I had only one option.

Like I did in the fight against Mani, I called up a mental image of being protected by a layer of my own magic. I would need to put more focus into defense this time, not just because Artemis, in this state, had no interest in holding back, but also because I didn’t want to risk seriously injuring her. Any blows I delivered would have to be precise and focused more on immobilizing her than hurting her.

As I felt the slight tingle of magic begin to envelop my entire body, I started mentally listing through what I remembered to be the particular weak points of the body. The solar plexus, the back of the skull, the temples, joints like the knees. Places where a hit would daze, disorient, and unbalance.

I needed to take her down quickly, before anyone got seriously injured.

Already, though, I could begin to feel the psychological drain of not just focusing on several different things at once, but also the fact that I was using magical energy in a way it wasn’t really meant to be used. I was still, comparably, a novice magic-user, and I was still getting to grips with using my energy as magic, compared to things like movement and generating body heat.

Another reason why this needed to end quickly.

The werewolf woman tried to claw at me again, but it was like her fingers scraped across some springy barrier just a few millimeters above the surface of my skin, because her claws bounced off harmlessly.

Fuck, when had her fingernails become actual claws?

“Leo!” Asami cried out before she realized I wasn’t hurt, and I turned to say I was okay, but then I noticed I wasn’t the only one whose attention the researcher had caught. I could see in Artemis’ mad, bleeding eyes that Asami was another target, and more to the point, an easier target, but before she could launch herself at Asami, I tackled her to the ground.

“No!” I growled at her, and Artemis shrieked again, but once more it wasn’t out of anger but pain, and she began to writhe underneath me.

It was just as well I’d managed to call up the magical barrier, because her hands and knees and head made contact with my body again and again, and without this thin layer of protection, she would have clawed me bloody. As it was, the drain on my energy was becoming exhausting, and I could feel in the very back of my mind that desire to just give up, rest, and let it stop.

I gritted my teeth. No fucking way. If I did that, Artemis and Asami would probably both die, and there was no chance I’d let that happen.

“Sami!” I called over to the Japanese woman while I still had Artemis pinned. “We need to-- fuck, I don’t know! How do we help her?”

“Broken!” the werewolf woman howled, and it was the first coherent thing I’d heard her say since she’d collapsed barely a minute ago. “All broken! Make it stop, make it stop!”

“We need to get the ghost out of her,” Asami said, and she took a hesitant few steps forward, enough so she could observe Artemis, but not so close that she was at risk of being caught.

“Can you do that?” I asked. “That’s gotta come under, like, healing magic, right? Some kind of exorcism?”

“I can’t,” Asami said tearfully. Both of her hands were buried in her hair, and she looked both distressed and frustrated. “Fuck! I can’t. Exorcisms don’t work on spirits, she has to force it out of her by herself! But it’s causing her so much pain, I don’t even think she’s aware of what’s going on! Even if she does manage to-- to force it out of herself, it could drive her insane! Fuck!”

I’d never heard Asami swear twice in one go before, so I knew things really were dire.

“We’re not letting that happen to her,” I grunted. “No fucking way, you hear me? No madness, no death.”

I wasn’t going to let another werewolf fall victim to some ghost with a grudge. I wasn’t going to let down Selene, or Lyall, or the entire werewolf community.

I wasn’t going to let down Artemis.

“All broken!” she screeched again, and she snarled as she tried to claw at my face. “Make it stop! How do I make it stop?”

I felt the magical barrier protecting me grow thin as I tried to pay attention to multiple things at once and refocused my attention on keeping it thick enough to fend her off.

“We’re gonna help you, Artemis!” I called to her, even though I knew whatever was speaking, with that second voice layered over her own, wasn’t the werewolf woman. It was just using her as a puppet and a mouthpiece.

“It’s the spirit.” Asami looked close to sobbing now, and already tears had spilled over and were trailing down her cheeks, even as her expression fought to remain firm. “It’s hurting her. Hurting itself. It might have made itself mad with these murders.”

What kind of person would do that? I knew spirits could go a bit loopy with rage. That was how they became more powerful, the anger festered inside them until it consumed them. But to the point it was causing itself pain? I’d been under the impression ghost possession was only painful for the party who didn’t consent.

Not that it mattered right now. Artemis was in pain and at risk of literally dying if we didn’t do something soon.

“Make it stop!” she wailed again, and tears were trailing down her cheeks, too, and mixing with the blood. “Broken! All broken! Let me go!”

“We’re gonna fix it, Artemis,” I told her in as soothing a voice as I could manage when I was struggling from the effort of keeping her pinned down and my shield barrier up. “You hear me? We’re gonna make it right, we’re gonna help you.”

Back in Oregon, I’d been able to boost Kegan’s magic enough that he could cast glamours in the middle of a dead zone. If Artemis needed to be the one to force the ghost out of her from the inside, then maybe I could boost her aura to help her.

I just had to figure out how to do it without also boosting the ghost’s.

It was helpful that I’d seen the echoes of Jaci’s aura and the spirit’s wrapped around it like a vine. I knew what to picture in my head, and I imagined delivering very precise charges only to Artemis’ aura, while the spirit’s remained unboosted.

I could tell it was beginning to have an effect when Artemis let out another scream. I wanted to recoil, leap away from her, and clamp my hands over my ears, but I forced myself to keep going, because her voice wasn’t layered anymore.

It was just her.

“Broken!” she yowled, and that voice was still doubled, but it was becoming fainter. “All broken! Make it stop! Make it stop! Let… me… go!”

“Come on, Artemis,” I muttered to her, too quiet for her to probably be able to hear over her own screaming, but I kept the mental image in my head of her aura and the spirit’s intertwined, but only one being boosted.

I wasn’t sure if it was my own wishful thinking, or if I was actually able to somehow see the power I was letting flow into Artemis, but I swore the tight coil of the spirit’s aura around the werewolf woman’s began to loosen. It didn’t seem to be strangling hers so tightly.

“Fix it!” Artemis screamed as she writhed underneath me with every ounce of her strength, and between my trying to boost her aura to help her force out the ghost, and boosting my own so I could keep her pinned, the magical barrier around me disintegrated, and I felt something slice across my left cheek.

“Argh!” I couldn’t stop the cry that fell from my lips, and Asami came forward, but I shook my head. “No, no, I’m fine! Just-- talk to her. Help her!”

A layer of perspiration had broken out over Artemis’ forehead, and her dark skin was shiny with sweat. She looked like she was running an intense fever, and she continued to struggle and writhe underneath me.

“Artemis, you have to force the ghost out of you!” Asami said, and she crouched by the werewolf woman’s head, just out of reach of her flailing limbs. Because, of course, it had been one of her claws to lacerate my cheek. I had her pinned by the upper arms, since they were less delicate than wrists, but that left enough mobility to let her scratch me.

I watched through a haze of dizzy effort as my blood sluggishly dripped onto her face and mixed with her own blood that still seeped from the corners of her amber eyes. I wouldn’t be able to keep this up for much longer. She needed to ‘exorcise’ the spirit before I passed out and couldn’t boost her anymore.

“Come on, Artemis,” I said, and I could tell my words were slurred, because my tongue felt heavy in my mouth. “Kick him out. You’re stronger than he is. Beat him!”

“Broken!” The werewolf woman was just sobbing now, not even shrieking anymore. But her voice wasn’t layered, and maybe it was wishful thinking, but her thrashing didn’t seem as hard, either. “Make it stop, make it stop-- let me out!”

Let me out? Was that the ghost talking? Why would it want out of her, when it was the one who’d possessed her?

Artemis’ hands clutched at her head again, and she began to cry out. I suddenly felt a strange surge of magic within her aura, and I leapt back and dragged Asami away at the same time. This let me stop having to boost my own strength, and I focused all of my remaining effort onto boosting Artemis’ aura. She was still thrashing around on the floor, more violently now that I wasn’t pinning her, and she gripped her head and wailed.

“We have to--” Asami began, but she stopped talking at the look on my face.

“We’ve done all we can,” I said in a low voice. “It’s up to her now.”

Artemis rolled onto her back, with her hands still on her head, like she wanted to crack open her skull to release some kind of pressure. Her back arched as she let out a horrible, ear-splitting scream, so loud and high-pitched I swore I could feel my teeth rattle in my skull.

Then she went silent.

Asami and I rushed back to her and quickly saw she was entirely unmoving.

“Oh, god,” Asami moaned, and her voice shook with tears. “She’s not--”

“No,” I said as I put my finger on her neck and felt her pulse. It was a little faster than it should have been, but not concerningly so, and the rhythm was steady. “No, she’s alive. Just unconscious.”

“Her aura feels… shredded,” the researcher said as she put a hand on her friend’s forehead. “Strangled. If you hadn’t been there to help her, to boost her aura…”

She trailed off like she was not willing to even finish the sentence, and I reached over Artemis’ unconscious body to put a hand on her shoulder.

“But I was,” I told her. “You told me what I needed to do to help her, and I did it. She’s alive because of us. We saved her.”

“But for how long?” Asami asked as she sniffled and wiped the tears from her face. “The ghost could come back.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said with a frown. Something tugged at the corner of my mind, some piece of the puzzle I hadn’t yet figured out. “It didn’t seem very happy to be inside her. It sounded like it wanted out as much as she did.”

“There were no mentions of any of the other werewolves speaking before they died,” Asami said. “They were all found already dead, no one was with them. Do you think they said similar things?”

“Hard to say,” I admitted. “If there was no one for them to talk to. Plus, me being here to boost her aura… she would’ve died quite quickly otherwise. She was able to fight back with our help.”

“There’s no point speculating right now,” Asami sighed, and she dragged her hands down her face. Her nose stud winked at me in the light from the streetlamp. “We need to get her back to the apartment, patch her up. And you.”

She reached for me then and cupped my left cheek. I only remembered the slash across my face when I felt the throb of pain there, and Asami pulled back at my wince.

“Sorry,” she said, and she gave a sheepish, nervous laugh. “I’ll fix you up when we’re somewhere safe.”

“Don’t worry about me,” I said to her. “Artemis is the priority here.”

Physically, she looked pretty alright, aside from the blood around her eyes, but there was no telling what kind of internal damage the spirit had done, especially since she’d been able to fight back. She was probably more injured than Jaci or any of the others had been, even though she’d survived.

“Can you carry her?” Asami asked me, and I nodded.

Artemis was only a couple inches taller than the researcher, so even though my legs were a little unsteady, and my vision was still a little hazy, I was able to sweep her up into a bridal carry pretty easily, and we set off back to the apartment.

As we walked, I felt a cool layer of magic settle over me and realized Asami had cast a glamour over the three of us. That was probably a good idea, because there was no reasonable explanation for a guy to be carrying an unconscious, bloody woman through the streets, and that was one hassle we certainly didn’t need.

Asami pulled out her cellphone as we walked and called Kylah, who picked up almost at once.

“Sami?” she asked immediately once the researcher put her on speaker. “Are you okay? Is everyone alright?”

“We’re fine for now,” Asami told her in a calm tone, and she cast a glance at me. “But we’re heading back to the apartment. The spirit tried to possess Artemis.”

“What?” Kylah cried out, and a moment later we heard her voice again, but slightly less clearly. “Sami says the spirit tried to possess Artemis.”

“Oh, shit,” Carmen’s voice said, but it was distant. “Pip? Is she okay? Are you guys alright?”

Her voice was clearer then, which presumably meant Kylah had also put us on speaker phone.

“She’s alive, but unconscious,” I answered, and I shifted the werewolf woman a little to take more of her weight onto my right arm, since my left shoulder was starting to ache. “We’re heading back to the apartment so Sami can fix her up.”

“Did you manage to get any information about the spirit, then?” Kegan asked. “We were thinking of trying a séance to invite the spirit in and interrogate it that way.”

“Absolutely not,” Asami said firmly. “It was powerful enough to almost kill Artemis. If Leo hadn’t been able to boost her aura and help her force it out, she’d be dead right now.”

“I thought it was pretty stupid, too, Sami,” Carmen said. “But we’re kind of running out of options on how to identify this guy. And it’s clear he’s not gonna stop. He might have even deliberately targeted Artemis because he saw she was trying to identify him.”

“I know,” Asami said in a tired voice. “But just because we’re getting desperate doesn’t mean we can charge into danger half-cocked. We need to be smart about this. Did you manage to determine anything with your… vibes?”

“Not really,” my sister admitted. “Just general bad stuff. I could sense some pretty intense magic, though. Independent from the possession. Is there a chance the spirit was a particularly well-trained magician?”

“That might explain some of his strength,” I said, and I looked over at Asami and hoped her expression could confirm or deny this, but her face had instead taken on a distant thoughtfulness that meant she was deep in concentration. “Either way, though, he’s not someone we wanna mess with. You guys should come back, meet us at the apartment. We can figure out where to go from there as one big group, alright?”

“Sounds good to me,” Kylah said, and I could picture her twisting a blonde curl around her fingers. Her voice turned soft as she spoke again. “You two be careful, alright?”

“We will,” Asami and I chorused, and then they hung up.

A short while later, we arrived back at the apartment, and Asami let the glamour over the three of us drop. I gently laid Artemis down on the couch, and Asami knelt on the floor beside her to get to work.

“Burn some sage,” she said as she began to work her literal magic to diagnose exactly what was wrong with Artemis, and what she could do to heal her. “If that ghost comes back right now, it’ll kill her for sure.”

“Understood,” I said, and I pulled a thick bunch of the stuff from the cupboard and lit it on the stove. I stubbed the flames out a moment later, and sweet-smelling smoke began to fill the apartment air.

The technical term for this, I’d eventually learned, was ‘smudging,’ and it was one of the most effective ways to ward off spirits. Asami had also recommended hanging dried fennel over doorways and windows, but we hadn’t gotten around to doing that yet because none of us had really seen the urgency.

I suspected that was going to change, after all this was over.

“Curious,” Asami muttered, clearly more to herself than to me, as she examined Artemis. “Feels… familiar.”

“How’s she doing?” I asked as I came to stand behind the couch. I waved the sage back and forth to make sure both the researcher and the werewolf were appropriately ‘smudged,’ and Asami looked up at me.

“She’ll be alright, I think,” she said, and she stood from where she’d been kneeling to lean over the couch and examine my face again. “Mostly she just needs some rest, but I can patch her up a little myself to help it along. Nothing too drastic, though. I was only really trained to heal humans.”

“Was that because you only trained as a healer for a few years, or because the Order was only really interested in healing humans?” I asked her.

“A bit of both, I imagine,” she said with a shrug, but then she frowned a little. “This will scar, you know. Magical injuries always do, no matter the skill of the healer.”

“That’s fine with me,” I told her, and I managed a small smile. It was an injury I’d gotten from saving a friend. I would wear such a scar with pride.

Asami moved around the couch so she was standing directly in front of me and began to move her hand over my cheek. I felt her place a finger on either side of the cut, and there was the strange feeling of the skin there knitting itself back together. After a few moments, she stepped back to admire her handiwork.

“That’s the best I can do,” she said with a nod. “But it’s not too bad.”

As she turned her attention back to Artemis on the couch, I went over to the front door, since we kept a mirror on the little console table next to it. I ran my hand over my left cheek and felt the thin, raised line of the scar, which was slightly lighter than the rest of my skin.

Honestly, it looked kind of badass.

I had just opened my mouth to say this to Asami when I heard footsteps outside in the hallway, and I realized Kegan and the others must have returned. I hadn’t expected them to get back this quickly, but they’d been the group with the car, not to mention they would have wanted to return fast after we told them Artemis had been hurt.

I reached for the handle to open the front door and let them in, but I never got the chance, because the door burst open, and four werewolves stalked into the apartment.


Chapter 14

Identifying someone from their aura was practically second nature to me by now, so I knew the instant the four men walked in that they were all werewolves. Three of them even had what I’d started mentally referring to as ‘werewolf eyes.’ Two of them had gray eyes, one of them had yellowish eyes. The fourth man’s eyes were just brown eyes, not unlike my own.

It was the brown-eyed one who seemed to be the leader of the little group, because he marched toward me in a posture that clearly meant he was trying to make himself look as large and intimidating as possible. His teeth were bared in a snarl, and I could clearly see the points of his canines.

“Get the fuck away from her,” he growled at me. He could only have meant Artemis, but even if this guy was a werewolf, there was no way in hell I was just going to give her over to a bunch of strangers.

“Not likely,” I answered the brown-eyed werewolf, and I stepped slightly sideways so I was blocking Artemis and Asami from his line of sight.

“Leo,” I heard the researcher ask in a careful voice. “Who are these guys?”

“Don’t know,” I told her, and I didn’t take my eyes off them. “But they’re not laying a finger on Artemis.”

“I don’t think you quite get what we’re telling you to do here, buddy,” the brown-eyed werewolf said in a stern tone. “Hand her over, before we have to do something we don’t wanna do.”

“Go ahead,” I shot back. “You’re not taking her.”

“Like hell we’re leaving her here with you!” one of the gray-eyed werewolves snapped. A pale scar ran across the bridge of his nose, and as he spoke, he began to move forward, but the brown-eyed werewolf raised a hand sharply, and he stopped.

“You have ten seconds to get your little witch’s hands off our friend and give her back to us,” the brown-eyed werewolf said coldly. “Or we rip both of your throats out and take her back anyway.”

“What the fuck did you just call her?” I demanded as I narrowed my eyes.

“We know your type, human,” the yellow-eyed werewolf spat. He seemed to be the second-in-command, since he was standing at the brown-eyed werewolf’s right shoulder. His eyes then darted over my shoulder, presumably to look at Asami. “Keep your sick magic away from her, witch!”

“I’m a healer!” Asami snapped. “She’s injured!”

“I bet she is,” the yellow-eyed werewolf snarled. “No thanks to you and whatever fucked-up game you’ve been playing with her. Is this what you did to Jaci and the others?”

“Jaci--? You think we had something to do with those deaths?” I asked. “Are you crazy? We came to Selene to try and help you all! To stop the killings!”

“Of course you did,” the brown-eyed werewolf scoffed. “So you could get a front-row seat to everything we were doing, everything we knew about the deaths. So you could stay one step ahead and feed us bullshit like ghost possession, tell us to burn sage.”

“Like sage will do anything to stop whatever fucked-up magic you have your witch casting,” the scarred werewolf added, and he pointed at Asami.

“Call her a witch one more time and I’ll break what’s left of your nose,” I snarled at him, and I raised an arm slightly and took a step back to shield her more. “We’re trying to help the werewolves, we haven’t done anything to harm them.”

“Then explain to me why Artemis Desir is lying on your fucking couch and bleeding from her fucking eyes,” the brown-eyed werewolf growled back.

“She got possessed by the same spirit that killed Jaci and the other three,” I said, and I was struggling to keep control of my temper, but I knew that if this fight came to blows, it would only end badly for Artemis, Asami, and myself.

Even if both women had been able to fight, we would still be outnumbered. Right now, though, it was looking closer to four-against-one, and even with my ability to boost my own strength, I couldn’t take on four opponents at once.

De-escalation was the way to go.

“Like fuck there’s a ghost angry enough to possess living beings,” the yellow-eyed werewolf scoffed. “You might’ve fed that story to Head Ylva, but she’s always been too easy on people like you.”

“Capricorns?” I asked, and I nodded like I was reluctantly agreeing.

This eroded what little remained of the yellow-eyed werewolf’s patience, not that he had much patience to begin with, and he spat at my feet.

“Gross,” I said blandly, and I looked at the spit on the floor. At least it hadn’t landed on the carpet.

“Enough stupidity,” the brown-eyed werewolf growled.

“Oh, I couldn’t agree more,” I said, and I tried to keep my tone light and airy. If I didn’t project aggression, they would be less likely to be aggressive, too. Anger needed a reaction. I wasn’t going to give it to them. “Does that mean we’re going to talk this out like adults?”

“You’ve lost your chance to talk this out,” the brown-eyed werewolf told me. “This is your last warning. Give Artemis to us now, and we let you live.”

“Get out of my apartment and stop threatening my girlfriend, and I won’t tell Selene you stalked and threatened me,” I replied in an even tone.

“Fine,” the brown-eyed werewolf said. “If that’s how this is gonna be. You can’t say we didn’t give you fair warning.”

That was all the notice I got before his fist smacked into my left cheek. White fractals of light scattered across my vision as pain radiated out from the blow, and somewhere underneath the punch itself I found myself silently thanking Asami for healing the cut on my cheek before these guys had arrived, or it would have hurt way worse.

I stumbled back a few paces, but I didn’t give myself time to feel the injury, because it was time I didn’t have. I let adrenaline surge through me and block out the pain as I lunged for the brown-eyed werewolf and returned his punch with one of my own, but I aimed for his temple instead. He stumbled a lot more than I did, dazed, but now that I’d dealt a blow of my own, they knew it was fair game to move.

“Don’t you touch them!” I shouted, and I moved back to shield Asami and Artemis. I waved one of my arms out and wished, not for the first time, that I had a magical affinity more useful for offense than defense, like Kylah’s bursts of light.

The brown-eyed werewolf and I collided into an all-out brawl, and as he punched and scratched at me, I tried to give as good as I got, but my head was beginning to spin from how much magical energy I’d already used, and my body was screaming for rest.

Not yet, though. I couldn’t give up. I couldn’t let these guys take Artemis. There was no telling what they’d do to her. Sure, maybe they’d just bring her home to her mother, Phoebe, or maybe they’d interrogate her and demand answers she didn’t have. They hadn’t been interested in Asami’s explanation that she was healing the werewolf woman and seemed convinced we meant harm, so Artemis might be punished for her association with us.

“Get your hands off her!” the scarred werewolf said to Asami as the researcher went to presumably heal Artemis some more, maybe in the hopes Artemis would wake up and talk some sense into these assholes.

Instead, however, she and Artemis both completely vanished in the blink of an eye.

“What-- what the fuck?” The gray-eyed werewolf without the scar stared uncomprehendingly at the now-empty couch. “Where’d they go?”

“It’s a glamour, you idiot!” the yellow-eyed werewolf snapped, and he stuck out both of his hands as if the lights had gone out, and he couldn’t see. “They’re still there! Just feel around until you find her!”

While I had to commend Asami for her quick thinking, I knew her ruse couldn’t last for very long. She would have to pick up and carry Artemis completely silently for the werewolves not to figure out where she was, and even if they couldn’t see her, they would be able to smell her.

“You stink like magic, little witch,” the yellow-eyed werewolf growled as I continued to grapple with the brown-eyed leader of the group. “And you’re even smaller than Artemis. You can’t carry her around for long. And there’s nowhere for you to run.”

“Who’s running?” Asami’s voice said from nowhere, and the yellow-eyed werewolf suddenly grunted in pain and doubled over.

I felt a surge of pride even as the brown-eyed werewolf shoved me backward, and I stumbled into the kitchen area. The base of my spine made contact with the countertop, and I winced at the sharp pain there, but I didn’t let myself give in to it.

As the werewolf advanced on me again, I reached for the first thing I could grab. I’d been hoping for maybe a glass I could smash over his head, but my hands instead closed around something wooden. I didn’t even question it as I brought my hand down, and a thick branch of palo santo smacked the brown-eyed werewolf clear across the face.

“Shit!” he shrieked, and I was momentarily baffled by the angry red rash that suddenly erupted across his skin until I remembered we’d been storing wolfsbane in that cupboard, too, and it must have rubbed off onto the wood. “Fuck! You bastard!”

“Hey, you’re the one who decided to come here,” I told him frankly, and I swung again. The branch made a satisfying noise as it collided with him a second time, and I didn’t give him time to recover. I raised my foot and kicked him backward, and he staggered, then tripped over something, and collapsed to the floor.

“Ow!” a voice cried indignantly, and a moment later, Asami flickered back into view. She looked up at me, wide-eyed, then at the brown-eyed werewolf, then vanished again. “Sorry!”

What did she have to be sorry about? I was the one who’d just kicked a guy into her. I went to reach forward and pick the guy up, but I was prevented from doing so when the gray-eyed werewolf, the one without the scar over his nose, grabbed me from behind.

“I think you’ve done enough damage with that,” he growled at me, and he held my arm tightly enough that I could feel the bones in my wrist grind together. I was forced to drop the wolfsbane-contaminated branch, and the werewolf kicked it aside carefully but didn’t relax his grip on my arm.

“You won’t take her,” I groaned as his free hand grabbed the hair on the top of my head and pulled my head back. “I won’t fucking let you. She’s our friend. We’re helping her.”

“The best thing you can do to help her is leave her the fuck alone,” the gray-eyed werewolf told me.

“With freaks like you?” I scoffed. “You’d get her killed. Pulling stunts like this. I’ll die first.”

I realized a moment after I said it. I didn’t even need to see the sly smile on the werewolf’s face. I knew it was there.

“Well, if you insist,” he said, and he yanked my head back further.

I could feel his hot breath on the skin of my throat and tried to thrash free, but he was seriously strong, and I’d already expended too much magic tonight.

“RJ!” the scarred werewolf suddenly shouted, and the motion of the gray-eyed werewolf’s fangs toward my throat abruptly stilled.

“What?” he demanded in an almost childish tone. “You heard him!”

“Are you fucking crazy?” the scarred werewolf demanded. “We came here to get Artemis, not to leave a fucking body count!”

“He’s the one who killed Jaci and the others!” the gray-eyed werewolf snapped, and he shook me like a ragdoll. “He needs to be punished!”

“Of course he does, but we can’t do shit if you kill him now! Head Ylva will have our heads if we execute him extrajudicially!”

“Wow, six-syllable word, good for you,” I grunted. “But in case none of you idiots heard me the first time: I’m not the one killing werewolves! We’re trying to stop the killings!”

“Save it,” the scarred werewolf snapped. “We’re not interested in the same bullshit you fed the rest of the pack.”

“No, you’re clearly bullshit-connoisseurs of the highest degree,” I groaned, and despite the almost painful angle my head was at, I managed to roll my eyes.

“Ignore him, RJ,” the yellow-eyed werewolf said, and I wasn’t sure if he was talking about me or the scarred werewolf. “Kill the bastard, before he can kill any more of us.”

“He didn’t kill anyone!” Asami’s voice rang out from nowhere again, and the yellow-eyed werewolf grunted in pain, but he must have gotten wise to the researcher’s attack pattern, because he shot out a hand and clearly grabbed something solid.

A moment later, Asami flashed back into view, and the werewolf had a grip on her bicep. She tried to twist away from him with her free hand, but he caught that, too.

“Don’t make me knock you out, witch,” he threatened.

“Get your fucking hands off her!”

I’d thought the words, and for a moment I wondered if I’d said them aloud, but no, that hadn’t been my voice, and the sound hadn’t emerged from my mouth. I couldn’t see, though, because the gray-eyed werewolf-- RJ-- still had such a tight grip on my hair that I couldn’t turn my head.

A second later, however, I saw a flash of blonde hair in the corner of my vision, and the yellow-eyed werewolf was thrown backward as Kylah knocked into him with her silver knives flashing.

“What the--?” RJ began to say, but then his grip on me relaxed suddenly.

I stumbled forward and turned on my heel to see Kegan standing with the tip of one of Kylah’s other knives pressed against RJ’s throat.

“How’re you doing, Leo?” the blond man asked me in a conversational tone.

“Oh, y’know, same old,” I said with a shrug.

RJ growled at me, and I punched him in the stomach because I felt it was necessary.

Before Kegan could make another quip back at me, my attention was stolen by the brown-eyed werewolf, who’d gotten his bearings and stood up again. I didn’t give him a second to think before I threw myself into him, and we were fighting again. The wolfsbane had clearly done its job, though, because his form was sloppy, and within thirty seconds he was lying unconscious at my feet.

As I looked up at the rest of the room, I saw Kylah had dispatched the yellow-eyed werewolf, and Carmen had taken care of the scarred one. Only RJ, who’d gone to tear my throat out, was still conscious, with the tip of Kegan’s knife still tucked under his chin.

“Lower the knife, K,” I said to the blond man.

He glanced at me quickly, just long enough to shoot me a quizzical look, before his green eyes snapped back to RJ.

“You sure about that?” he asked.

“We’re not killers,” I said firmly. “I’m not gonna prove them right. Even if they deserve it.”

RJ looked nervously from Kegan to me and then back again. He still had his hands raised in surrender, but I could see the conflict in his expression. He was still so sure he was right, so determined to be the hero. There’d been people like that in my unit in the military, and not to put too fine a point on it, but I hadn’t been able to stand them. A hero complex was as naïve as it was deadly.

“How’s Artemis doing?” my sister asked me as she looked around the apartment. “For that matter, where is she?”

“Oh,” Asami said as Kylah helped her to her feet. The two women embraced, and then Asami raised her hand and dispelled the last of her glamour, which showed Artemis still lying on the couch.

“The ghost did that?” Kegan asked, and he nodded to the blood streaking the werewolf woman’s face.

“Turned her feral,” I said. “Screaming and shrieking about something being broken. She would’ve killed Sami and me.”

“Yeah, because you were trying to take her prisoner and murder her,” RJ spat, though what little nerve he’d mustered utterly vanished when Kegan pressed the tip of the knife into his skin a little more.

“Are you just trying to make us stab you? Is that it?” I asked the werewolf, and he glared at me. “We didn’t hurt Artemis, she’s been helping us try to figure out what’s been killing werewolves.”

“She’s been helping us navigate your community,” my sister added in an irritated tone. “Because we wanted to make sure we were being respectful of Selene and the dead.”

“A likely story,” RJ sneered, because of course anything we said he was just going to continue to write off as another part of the lie we’d apparently constructed.

Asami had moved away from Kylah and toward Artemis at this point and was once again kneeling beside the couch and trying to heal what she could of the damage to the werewolf woman’s body. Whatever she’d been doing was evidently working, though, because a few moments later, Artemis groaned and sat up.

“Artemis!” Asami cried out, and she threw her arms around the werewolf woman’s neck. “Oh, thank god!”

“Huh?” Artemis said blankly, even as she hugged Asami back. “What’re you talking about? What-- oh. Oh, yeah.”

“Welcome back,” I said, and she looked over at me with a small smile that dropped right off her face in shock when she saw Kegan, and the knife, and who the knife was being pointed at.

“RJ?” she gasped, and with a bit of help from Asami, she stood up from the couch. “What the hell are you-- what the fuck?”

She’d almost tripped over the unconscious form of the yellow-eyed werewolf Kylah had knocked out. The blonde woman was still standing over him, on something of a high alert.

“We came to rescue you,” RJ told Artemis. “We heard you shrieking and screaming, but when we got there we only found blood smears and echoes of fucked-up magic. We followed the scent of the blood until we found you here. These people, they were--”

“‘These people’ are helping us try to find out who’s killing our people,” Artemis said as her amber eyes narrowed angrily. “Did-- did you and your moron posse seriously stalk Leo and Sami back here? Tell me you didn’t fucking attack them.”

“They attacked them,” Carmen said, probably unhelpfully. “RJ here was fully prepared to rip Leo’s throat out, too. Convinced he was the reason behind the deaths, and that we just offered our help to keep one step ahead of Selene and your pack.”

Artemis’ expression had gone from irritated to outright furious, and her amber eyes flashed. She gently pushed Asami away so she was standing independently and stalked across the room, over the unconscious bodies of the other werewolves until she was standing right in front of RJ.

“You’re going to listen to me very, very carefully, Randall Jr.,” she said.

Carmen unsuccessfully tried to bite back a snort when she heard the werewolf’s real name, but neither Artemis nor Randall Jr. himself reacted.

“You’re going to wake up the rest of these fucking morons,” Artemis went on in a dangerously, deadly calm voice. “You’re going to apologize to Leo, Asami, and the others for bursting into their home and attacking them, you’re going to go straight to Selene and tell them exactly what shit you tried to pull, and you’re gonna pray to every god there ever was that she goes easy on your monumentally stupid asses.”

“You’re not the boss of me, Desir,” Randall Jr. growled at her, but Artemis growled right back.

It was a low sound from the back of her throat, a real wolf’s growl.

“No, but Selene is,” she said. “And one way or another, she’s going to find out what you and the others tried to do. She happens to quite like Leo, did you know that? She thinks he shares the same values as her. These guys are the first humans in years to offer aid to the pack without expecting some kind of favor in return.”

“Because they’re trying to trick you!” Randall Jr. insisted, but I could see in his eyes that he was growing less and less convinced of this.

“Get out,” Artemis ordered in a voice as cold as ice, and when Randall didn’t immediately spark into action, she yelled. “Out! Now!”

The five of us watched in silence as the werewolf man rushed around the room to wake up his companions, and the four of them hurried out of the apartment, all while being glared at by the most furious woman I’d ever seen.

I reminded myself once again to never, ever get on Artemis’ bad side.

All of us let out a relieved breath when the door finally closed behind the group of werewolves, and Artemis’ fury calmed into something more sheepish.

“I am so, so sorry about them, you guys,” she told us all. “I knew some people had issues with Selene agreeing to accept help from humans, but I never thought they’d get it into their heads that you were actually the killers.”

“It’s alright,” I said as I went to the freezer and pulled out a bag of peas to press against my cheek. “We’ve dealt with worse.”

“Still,” the amber-eyed woman insisted. “After all you’ve done to try and help us. It’s really shitty of them.”

“Oh, we’re not denying that,” Carmen assured her with a laugh, and she patted Artemis heartily on the shoulder. “Those guys are grade-A douchebags, but they’re a minority, y’know? You can’t judge a group based on their worst members. Or their best. You gotta take the average.”

“Besides,” I added as I shifted the peas against my face. “We’re not gonna stop this job and leave you all to be brutally murdered by a ghost just because some assholes object to human involvement.”

Artemis looked around at us all, and despite the exhaustion in every line in her body, and the unease in her eyes, a slight smile tugged at the corner of her mouth.

“You five are… really something,” she said vaguely, but her tone was approving, so I took it as a compliment. “Thank you. Truly.”

“Thank us after we’ve stopped this thing,” Kegan told her with a smile.

I was pleased to see he was beginning to get a little more comfortable around Artemis. Hopefully, the feeling was mutual.

“I mean it,” the werewolf woman said as she looked at us earnestly. “None of you needed to do what you did. None of you have an obligation to serve the magical community, especially not the lycanthrope community. But you stepped forward and offered your help, and you’ve been nothing but respectful in the process.”

“Selene is a woman worth our respect,” I said to her. “And so are you.”

“I could say the same about the five of you,” Artemis replied. “I agreed to help you in the first place because of Asami. I trusted her, and her judgment. But these past few days… it’s more than that. Leo, you literally saved my life back there. That ghost would have torn my mind to pieces if you hadn’t been able to… do whatever it is you did. I would have died.”

“But you didn’t,” Asami said, and she gently reached out to take her friend’s hand.

Artemis smiled at her, squeezed tight, then turned her amber eyes back on me.

“The night we met with Selene and the pack, I told you I didn’t know you well enough yet to know whether I could trust you. Yesterday, you said you couldn’t fight alongside someone who didn’t trust you. But you can now.”

“What?” I asked, perhaps a little gracelessly, but she’d caught me off guard.

“I trust you,” Artemis said simply. “All of you. Completely. I’ll fight alongside you, and I’ll die alongside you, if that’s what it takes to save my people.”

I smiled at her, so wide my left cheek began to ache again, and with the hand not holding the frozen peas to my face, I reached out and gripped Artemis by the shoulder.

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said with a small laugh, and the werewolf woman grinned back at me as Asami hugged her arm delightedly.

“Does that mean you’re joining our crew, then?” Kylah asked as she slung her arm around Asami’s shoulder and rested her cheek against the researcher’s hair. “Team Rivera?”

Kegan made a small noise of protest, but Carmen was the only one who paid him any attention when she patted his shoulder absently.

“If you’ll have me,” Artemis said with a nod. “You’re not the only people who want to try and make the magical world a safer place. Who wishes it was more… integrated. Is that alright?”

“The more, the merrier,” Carmen assured her with a grin, and Kegan nodded enthusiastically.

Artemis released a breath, and it looked like she even surprised herself with that, like she hadn’t been expecting herself to be so tense and nervous. I just smiled at her again, and the six of us sat down on the couch as we returned to business.

“Putting that little… lycanthropic interlude aside,” Carmen said in a light tone. “Have we actually learned anything about the ghost? Who they might be, or where their anchor is?”

“You had the… the ghost in your head,” I said to Artemis in a careful tone. “Do you remember anything? Any details about who it was? Or why they would have cause to possess werewolves?”

“No, sorry,” Artemis said with a frown. “It’s just… pain. It was like I could feel my actual mind just splitting apart at the seams. Sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” Kylah told the amber-eyed woman firmly. “You were focusing on staying alive.”

“Maybe we should head back to the death sites,” Kegan said. “Armed with a lot more sage, of course, and in one group, but there could still be useful clues to identify the ghost. Leo, you said you could see its aura intertwined with Jaci’s?”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t really help us,” I said. “I never saw the person’s aura when they were alive-- assuming they even had an aura when they were alive. They might’ve been mortal.”

“But still,” Kegan insisted. “Some kind of magical… fingerprint, or something? If you experience magic enough, it can become familiar to you. You can recognize a person just by feeling their magic nearby. Like a smell, or the sound of their footfalls.”

“I… guess…” I said slowly. “But we still have the problem of recognition. I wouldn’t have known this person when they were alive.”

“That’s not a problem,” Asami said. Her voice had a strange, tremulous quality as she spoke, and we all looked over at where she sat in the center of the couch, with Kylah and me on either side of her. She looked up at Kegan, and her dark eyes were sad and knowing. “I did.”


Chapter 15

“You… what?” I asked as I blinked at the researcher.

“I know who the ghost is,” Asami clarified. “I know the spirit that’s possessing the werewolves, killing them.”

“What?” Kegan asked her, and his brow furrowed in a disbelieving frown. “How?”

“Exactly like you said,” the researcher answered simply. “When I was healing Artemis, before those werewolves burst in, I thought the magic I could feel on her was familiar. Not just that I’d encountered it once or twice before, but intimately familiar. It was healer’s magic.”

“Of course it would be, you’re a healer,” I said to her blankly. I’d come to be quite familiar with my own magical signature, to the point that when I boosted my own abilities, it was almost a comforting feeling, even as it exhausted and drained me. I was also beginning to get a similar familiarity for Asami’s healing, and while I recognized it, my own magic was definitely more of a comfort, because it was mine.

The Japanese woman had often likened magic to an extension of a person’s soul, their will made manifest. My own magic was the most comforting to myself, so of course it made sense Asami would find the echoes of her own healing magic familiar.

“No,” she said to me as she shook her head, and her nose stud winked at me in the light. “It was healer’s magic, but not mine. I recognized it from someone else. I recognized it from the spirit that possessed Artemis.”

“So, it was someone you knew?” Kylah asked as her green eyes widened. “Before they died?”

“It must be,” Asami said with a shrug. “I’ve never dealt in necromancy or any other kind of spirit magic. And there’s only one person I know who was both proficient in healing magic and who recently died.”

“Galen,” Kegan said in a whisper, and he put a hand to his head like it was obvious, like he was an idiot for not having seen it sooner.

“Who?” Carmen asked him. “Or… what?”

“Galen was a healer,” Kylah explained to my sister-- and to me, because I was just as confused. “And an extremely talented healer, at that. He was never officially affiliated with the Order, but they let his… ‘dual-citizen’ status slide because he was just that good.”

“What d’you mean, his ‘dual-citizen’ status?” I asked, and I thought of my two passports in one of the drawers of the console table by the front door. One for the USA, one for Mexico.

“The Order doesn’t like uncertainty,” Kegan said with a slight edge in his voice, and I was happy to hear he was getting more and more confident about calling out the organization that had had such a stranglehold on his life for so long. “It doesn’t usually tolerate people who are semi-members. But Galen was an exception, because his healing abilities were so legendary, the Order would have done almost anything to keep him willing to train the newer healers.”

“He had a small academy out here in Los Angeles,” Asami explained. “When I was training as a healer myself, I used to spend a few weeks here every couple of months to be taught by him directly. Kind of like college. Sometimes, he came to the Sanctuary, but generally he preferred to teach from within the Academiae Medendi.”

“Healing Academy,” Kylah translated for me when I shot her a confused look.

“So, he died recently?” Carmen asked Asami, and the researcher nodded.

“But by all accounts, it wasn’t violent,” she then said, and her face took on the faraway look that it often did when she was concentrating. “It was peaceful, really peaceful. He’d been a little ill for a while, but still well enough to teach. He went to bed one night and then… never woke up again.”

While I was glad this man-- this man who Asami clearly cared for deeply-- hadn’t suffered, it did kind of put a wrench into our theory.

“If he died peacefully, then how is his ghost disturbed enough to be killing werewolves?” I asked.

“Better question,” my sister added while frowning. “If he died peacefully and dedicated his life to healing, why is he now targeting werewolves? Was he like, secretly a massive racist?”

“No,” Artemis said. She’d washed the remnants of the blood off her face and had a hand pressed to her forehead like she was warding off a moderate headache, but otherwise seemed alright. “Even I’d heard of him. He was well-respected by the lycanthropes, too. Even healed a couple of us. His skill wasn’t exaggerated, he was just as proficient at healing lycanthropes as humans.”

“Well, there’s no chance a guy like this was disrespected or not given a full funeral,” Carmen remarked. “Probably had all the bells and whistles, too.”

I wondered for a moment what the magical world’s equivalent of a twenty-one gun salute was. Or, for that matter, what any of their funerary traditions were. The only thing I knew for sure was werewolves didn’t go to great lengths to preserve the bodies of their dead, and instead preferred to bury them fairly naturally, without all the chemicals that poisoned the soil and irritated their noses.

“He was,” Asami said with a nod. “And it did. There’s no way his spirit could have been disturbed from a lack of respect. He has a memorial at the Academiae, complete with a statue and a plaque and everything.”

“Is his body buried there?” I asked her. “Is there a chance some idiot student accidentally desecrated his grave?”

“No, he’s buried at his family cemetery,” the researcher told us. “I suppose there’s a chance the Academiae could become his anchor if his body was destroyed, but I can’t imagine his grave could have been disturbed, and I wouldn’t have heard about it.”

“And again, we come back to the point that a post-mortem disturbance of the gravesite is probably not enough to get a ghost up to people-possessing levels of rage,” Carmen said.

“Who… who says he has to be angry?” Artemis then asked, and we all turned to look at her. She had her nose scrunched up again.

“Well, I’ve never heard of a spirit going on a murderous rampage because it was at peace,” Kylah said, and the amber-eyed woman shook her head.

“No, I mean… when he was… inside me…” She made a face at her own phrasing. “He didn’t feel angry. He felt scared and confused, just like I did.”

“Oh, shit,” I muttered, and everyone’s heads turned in unison to look at me. “You’re right. When you were possessed, you-- or Galen, I guess-- kept shrieking about how something was ‘broken,’ and he wanted to ‘make it stop’ or whatever. He also shouted, ‘let me go,’ but I thought that was you, Artemis.”

“It wasn’t me.” Artemis shook her head and wrapped her arms around herself. “I mean, I did want him to let me go, but he was the one saying it, and I think he was saying it to someone else.”

“Can you force a ghost to possess someone?” Carmen asked with a frown.

“I mean, theoretically, yeah.” Kegan shrugged. “But that would require some serious magical skill. Especially since the Equinox has passed, and the Solstice isn’t for several weeks.”

“Not necessarily,” I said as a realization dawned on me. “Fuck. We were in Oregon, dealing with Jonathan Rowe’s band of revenants.”

“And they only cropped up every year around the Equinox,” Carmen said with a nod. “But when we attacked to stop them, the timing didn’t matter. They tried to defend themselves, anyway. Holy fuck, did someone… did someone take control of Galen’s ghost? To take out some kind of revenge on the werewolves?”

“It’s… possible,” Asami admitted. “But Kegan’s right, it would require immense magical skill, especially since it wasn’t during the Equinox.”

“Murder by proxy,” Artemis muttered, and her expression darkened. “That fucking coward. They’re killing my people, and they don’t even have the guts to do it themselves. They had to-- they had to disturb the ghost of a kind man, a good man, and they’re forcing his spirit to carry out their dirty work like-- like a fucking coward!”

“They’re torturing Galen’s spirit,” Asami said, and there was a cold rage in her expression I’d never seen before. “All he ever wanted to do was help people, heal people, and they’ve dragged his spirit back into this plane to use him to torture and murder innocents.”

“He’s being made to tear them apart from the inside,” the werewolf woman growled. It seemed almost like she and Asami were caught in some kind of twisted feedback loop, with their rage each compounding on one another until it built up enough to explode. “Their minds were being shredded, I could feel that that’s what he was doing to me-- being forced to use his healing to rip them apart.”

I felt a hand on my arm and turned away from Artemis to see Asami had stepped toward me, and her grip was tight on my forearm. Desperate.

“I want to kill them,” she said to me simply. “Whoever did this. I want them to die. I want them to suffer.”

“Sami…” I murmured, but I was at a loss for words. How did you respond to something like that? She’d always been the gentle one of our group-- the kindest one. Not a pushover by any means, but still the most soft-spoken. It was unsettling to see such clear, cold fury in her eyes.

“I’ll kill them,” Artemis snarled. “For everything they’re doing to my people, and for everything they’ve done to that poor man’s spirit and memory. I’ll kill them myself.”

“Hey,” I said firmly. “Don’t get me wrong, this guy definitely needs to pay for what he’s doing to Galen, and what he did to Jaci and the other werewolves. But Sami, you said it yourself we can’t charge half-cocked into danger. Whoever managed to raise a peaceful spirit and force it to possess living people is clearly really powerful. We need to be smart about this.”

“We do,” Carmen agreed. “Make no mistake, we’re gonna make this bastard pay for what they’re doing, but we still don’t have all the information.”

“We still don’t know their motive,” Kylah remarked. She’d moved to stand on Asami’s other side, and the pair of us each held one of the Japanese woman’s hands. I wasn’t sure if that was out of concern Asami might do something she’d later regret, or just as her partners supporting her. Maybe it was both. “We still don’t even know who ‘they’ are.”

“I have a suspicion,” Kegan said darkly, and I didn’t have to ask him what he meant by that, because the look on his face said it all.

Phoenix.

It had to be. Another seemingly-simple case that had turned ‘impossible’ because the magic at play was just too powerful. It felt like we were continually circling the drain of some great realization, but every time we came close, someone turned on the taps, the sink filled up again, and we were left swimming through even more questions. The entire West Coast was being used as some kind of… preparation? Laboratory? I wasn’t even sure it mattered.

We just needed to stop it.

Right now, however, the priority was saving the rest of the werewolves and Galen’s spirit before whatever he was being forced to do turned him completely mad, and he no longer had to be puppeted in order to go around possessing and killing people.

“We need to visit the site of Galen’s grave,” I said. “Figure out exactly what magic was used to disturb his spirit. We might even be able to get a read on who disturbed him by looking at their magical signature.”

“Are we…” my sister began, but then she stopped and frowned.

“Monkey?” I prompted, and she cringed a little.

“It sounds stupid,” she said. “But… are we totally, one hundred percent sure that… that it’s Galen doing this? I mean, you said it yourself, his magical affinity was in healing. Not killing people.”

“I would recognize his magic anywhere,” Asami told my sister firmly. “It’s him, I know it is. And, well… he was a very high-level healer, obviously.”

She stopped talking then, like that was sufficient explanation, and my sister just blinked at her uncomprehendingly.

“Um… what?” she asked after a few moments of silence, and she looked up at Kegan for a more detailed explanation.

I had to admit I, too, was a little perplexed by whatever point Asami was making.

“Once a healer gets to a sufficiently high level of training, they can… expand,” Kegan said as he pursed his lips. “It’s expected that some healers will be sent out into danger zones, to help people who can’t yet be moved. So it pays for them to have a bit of extra training. If you can be taught how to repair the body, it should be easy to… reverse the process.”

“Oh, fuck,” I said flatly.

“‘Oh, fuck’ is about right,” the blond man agreed. “A healer can be the most devastating adversary on the battlefield, if they’re pushed to it. And Galen was an extremely talented healer.”

“Do you think that’s why he was targeted, then?” Kylah asked. She still had one of Asami’s hands in her own, and her free hand had wrapped around the Japanese woman’s elbow so she was sort of hugging herself to the researcher. “Because he could deal a lot of damage to his… victims?”

“Must be,” I said. “Why else would someone go to the trouble of disturbing a spirit that was so completely at peace? That sounds like a serious waste of magic and effort, otherwise.”

“Someone has a real bone to pick with the local werewolf community,” Carmen muttered, and then she looked over at Artemis with a wince. “Sorry.”

“No, you’re right,” the amber-eyed woman replied. “Someone has a vendetta against my people. But if we can go to Galen’s grave, I bet we can track them. Hunt them down and make them pay.”

“Sounds good to me,” Asami said in a hard voice.

“It’s late, now, though,” Kylah interjected, and she gave me a pointed look over the top of Asami’s head. “We should all probably get some rest before we go out hunting for ghosts.”

“I would definitely prefer to go ghost hunting in daylight,” my sister said with a nod, but I could see in her expression that she was just as concerned for Asami-- and Artemis-- as I was and wanted to give them some time to cool off before we set about our next course of action.

“And we could all use some rest after… everything that’s happened today,” I said carefully. Had it really been only this morning that Kylah and I set off to Artemis’ apartment, and I’d been tackled by Lyall? It seemed more than a few hours ago.

But I’d long since come to accept the fact my sense of time was a little screwy these days. So much happened so fast, it was all I could do to just hold on for the ride.

Still, once this was over, the lot of us would take an actual rest. I’d said that before, with the chimera and with the missing half-fae, but this time I meant it. We needed rest before we burned out.

And it seemed we’d also need some time to really think about what was going on in Phoenix. I had no idea if Renée or the Order had made any progress there, but it was definitely way bigger than any of us really realized. Something would have to be done to stop it, before whatever shit they were trying to pull with chimeras and disturbed ghosts came to fruition.

“That sounds like a pretty good idea,” Artemis admitted, and she rubbed at her forehead again. “Being possessed by a ghost really takes it out of you.”

She made to walk to the front door, but I reached forward to catch her shoulder.

“Wait,” I said, and the werewolf woman turned to look at me with a confused expression, but I noticed she didn’t pull away from my touch.

She really did trust us, then. Trust me.

“You should stay here,” I said to her. “You had a pretty rough night. There’s no telling if you might get possessed again. Not to mention, it’s probably a good idea for you to stay close to Sami, so she can keep an eye on you.”

Artemis narrowed her amber-gold eyes at me, not exactly in suspicion, but I could tell she was still a little uneasy at sleeping in an unfamiliar place. Honestly, I got it. It always took me a few nights to really get used to somewhere new, enough that my subconscious felt safe enough to fall asleep. But I also knew she would probably be, and also feel, a lot safer if she wasn’t in an apartment all by herself.

“You’re already here,” Carmen added with a smile. “We have some extra blankets and pillows and stuff. I’ll make up the couch for you!”

She didn’t give the werewolf woman a chance to refuse and marched off to the closet where we kept the spare bedding, and I could see the gears turning in Artemis’ head as she weighed being discourteous and alone with staying in this new environment.

“Hey,” I said gently, and when she looked back at me, I flashed a cheeky smile. “You can trust us, remember?”

She smiled wryly, and that was that.

As I helped Carmen get the couch set up for Artemis to sleep on, my thoughts turned again to the idea of moving to a nicer-- and more to the point, bigger-- apartment soon. Not that I expected Artemis to start living with us on a personal basis, but it would be nice to have a guest room, and more than one bathroom, and in general enough space for more than three people.

Carmen and I had been close our entire lives, obviously, but these days she was a little too close. I felt cramped.

“There,” I said at last as I laid out the comforter across the couch. Sheets had been placed over the cushions, and two pillows had been laid at the end opposite the door. I got the sense Artemis, like me, would prefer to face toward an entrance as she slept. Unlike my psychopath of a sister who regularly slept upside down on her bed while facing away from her bedroom door.

“Thanks,” Artemis said as she looked down at the makeshift bed.

“Ah, it’s no big deal.” I shrugged. “Honestly, I should really be apologizing. But we don’t have an air mattress or anything right now, and, well…”

“You’re already kind of cramped, what with five of you living in a two-bedroom?” the werewolf woman suggested.

“Pretty much,” I said with a sheepish laugh.

“Well, it’s just as well that you’ve all paired off, otherwise the sleeping arrangements could’ve gotten very awkward,” she remarked dryly, and I laughed again.

“That isn’t the main reason why I’m pleased things worked out the way they did, but it’s certainly a perk,” I agreed. “Bathroom is through there, by the way. Sorry we’ve just got the one, but, y’know-- small.”

“No problem,” Artemis said with a smile. “I’m honestly just thankful you guys are… opening your home to me.”

“Of course,” I said. “You’re part of the team now. Mi casa es tu casa, and all that.”

“Likewise,” she said. “If you guys ever need a place to crash twenty minutes downtown.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said with a small laugh and then headed into my own bedroom.

Kylah and Asami had already both changed into their pajamas, and though Asami was clearly still upset, she also clearly didn’t want to speak right now, so the blonde woman and I just maneuvered her so she was lying in the middle between us, and the three of us drifted off to sleep.

I was woken a few hours later and immediately became confused that I couldn’t see daylight. My room was instead shrouded in darkness, and I realized after a few moments it was the middle of the night, and I’d been woken up.

“Sorry,” Asami’s voice whispered beside me. “I didn’t mean to wake you. I was just trying to get comfortable.”

“It’s okay,” I whispered back, and I shifted so I was a little further away from her, and she had more space to move where she laid between Kylah and me. “Can’t sleep?”

“Not really,” the researcher admitted. “My head is too… loud. My thoughts won’t settle.”

“Do you want to talk about it?” I offered. My eyes were adjusting to the gloom now, and I could see Kylah was still fast asleep on the far side of the bed. I suspected she could have slept through an earthquake, if she were tired enough.

“Not… really,” Asami said, and her tone was reluctant. “But I have a feeling I should anyway.”

I nodded as I sat up in the bed and leaned back against the pillows. Almost automatically, Asami shifted, too, so she was snuggled into my shoulder, and my cheek rested against the top of her hair. She was warm in my arms, and for several long moments I just breathed in the scent of her and was quietly awed by my luck that she’d come into my life.

“How are you feeling?” I finally asked in a soft voice, because the realization that a close friend and beloved mentor had had his grave desecrated and spirit disturbed was likely to upset anyone, especially someone as gentle and caring as Asami.

“I’ve… felt better,” the researcher sighed. “He was my friend, you know? And I respected him greatly. I still do. He taught me everything I know about healing-- which, admittedly, isn’t a huge amount, but that’s my own fault.”

“We’re going to save him,” I promised her. “We’ll put him back to rest, and he’ll know peace. Permanently, this time.”

“I know,” she said. “Really, I do. I have complete faith in you, Leo. And Kylah. And Carmen and Kegan and Artemis. But that doesn’t mean it doesn’t… it doesn’t hurt. The fact my friend has been so… disrespected. Used.”

“The world is full of terrible things,” I murmured, and I tightened my arms around her slightly and pulled her closer to me. “We can’t stop all the terrible things from happening. But we can try our hardest to right as many wrongs as we can, and try to leave the world a little better than we found it.”

“That’s the goal, I suppose,” she said in a quiet, agreeing tone. “Leaving the world better, for the people who come next, so they can do the same, and so on and so on.”

I remembered an old John Adams quote. I’d never had much interest in history, nor much talent, but one particular quote had stuck out to be. Adams had said he studied war and diplomacy so his sons could study math and philosophy, so their sons could, in turn, study art and music.

Maybe that was what we were doing. Fighting so the next generation, and perhaps our own children, didn’t have to. In fact, that was what we were doing. I’d said as much to Selene. I wanted the magical world to be a safer, more connected place. I wanted it to really feel like a community.

“That’s what Galen did,” I said to Asami. “He dedicated his life to training healers. A whole generation of people whose purpose was to take away pain. He’d be thankful you’re doing the same, Sami. He’d be proud. You risked everything when you left the Order, because you were so committed to helping people. It doesn’t excuse what’s happened to him, or make it less bad, but he’d still be proud of you, and his legacy still endures.”

Asami tipped her head back so she could look me right in the eyes. They sparkled like dark pools in the near-darkness, and I could have lost myself in those waters happily.

“I love you, Leo,” she said simply, and I felt a soft, slow smile pull at my mouth.

“I love you, too,” I replied before I kissed her gently, and a few minutes later, the pair of us slipped back into sleep.

I awoke a second time to find it was actually morning. Watery light filtered in through the curtains, and sometime in the night Kylah had rolled over so she was spooning Asami, and the Japanese woman was again sandwiched between the pair of us. I kissed her hair, and Kylah’s, before I carefully extricated myself from the tangle of limbs and pulled back the curtains to let in the day.

I was a little dismayed to find the sky was gloomy and gray, like it was threatening to rain but not actually willing to follow through on that threat. It was the sort of overcast where, despite the fact the sky was light, it still felt kind of dark, even in the middle of the day.

Still, we had work to do.

Artemis and Kegan were already dressed and drinking coffee when I came into the main room, and the werewolf woman had even gone to the courtesy of stripping the couch of the sheets and folding them neatly.

“Aw, you really didn’t have to do that,” I said to her as I walked into the kitchen area, and Kegan handed me a steaming mug of coffee. “Thanks, K.”

“No problem,” the blond man answered, and he tapped his mug against mine.

“It’s really fine,” Artemis assured me with a nod to the couch. “I don’t like leaving a mess. When you live alone, you learn to be tidy, because the only one to clean up after your clutter is you.”

I would personally have argued that living alone would probably encourage someone to become more messy, since there was no one to complain about it, but I supposed everyone was different, and I certainly wasn’t going to complain about someone being tidy.

Artemis turned away from me for a moment to put sugar in her coffee, and I noticed a tattoo on her left shoulder blade. I’d never seen her without her jacket on before, and the ink peeked out from under her gray tank top. The design looked like a constellation.

The werewolf woman then turned back to me with a smile, and I realized the atmosphere felt a little less tense than it had last night. Artemis was in a less righteous mood, and when Asami and Kylah came out of our room a few minutes later, the researcher also seemed to have calmed down. I was glad to see our midnight chat had had some effect, and I wrapped my arm around her shoulders to kiss her good morning before I let her have coffee.

“You seem in a good mood,” Kylah remarked, and she dropped a kiss onto my shoulder as she sidled past me.

Kegan handed her a mug, too, and Asami, which left one sitting on the counter that could only have belonged to Carmen.

My sister came out of the bathroom a little while later dressed and damp-haired, and she grinned when she saw Asami and pulled the Japanese woman into a hug. There were no words exchanged between the two women, but whatever understanding they had, I was just glad it seemed to have raised Asami’s spirits.

“So,” I said once we were all clothed and caffeinated. “Should we start by going to Galen’s grave?”

“It seems the most logical option,” Kylah said. “We need to see what kind of magic we’re dealing with.”

“And, if necessary, we might need to burn his body to forcefully destroy his anchor,” Kegan added.

“But I’m sure it won’t come to that,” the blonde woman then said a little pointedly, and she looked at Kegan while nodding her head toward Asami.

“Probably not,” the blond agreed, and a light flush appeared on his cheeks. “That’s only a last resort. We’d normally do that in a case where the spirit wasn’t forcefully raised, which Galen almost certainly was.”

“Plus, if we do that, we lose whatever connection we have to the person who raised Galen in the first place,” Carmen said. “And that fucker needs to answer for what they’ve done.”

“Agreed,” I said firmly. “Gather your stuff together then, Team Rivera. Sage, knives, you know the drill.”

“We’re only one-third Rivera, now!” Kegan called to me as I headed back to my bedroom to get my boots and jacket.

“And we’re only one-third Campbell!” I called back to him with a laugh.

We were faced with a slight problem when we got downstairs to the car, because it sat five people, not six. Ultimately, Kylah ended up sitting on my lap in the middle of the back seat, with Carmen driving and Asami riding shotgun to navigate. Kegan was on my left pouting as he looked out of the window, and on my right, Artemis was almost vibrating with nervous energy.

“This could be it,” she said to me as we drove. “This could just… we could just end it today. The murders.”

“Maybe not today, but we will end it,” I said to her. “Soon.”

“And that’s a promise,” Kylah added, and she reached to take one of the werewolf woman’s hands in both her own.

“Left here, left here!” Asami then yelped from the passenger seat, and Carmen took a corner so hard Kegan slid away from the window and crushed Kylah, Artemis, and myself against the opposite door.

“Jesus, dude, you weigh a ton!” I grunted as I tried to shove him off me.

“Muscle weighs three times as much as fat, it’s not my fault,” he said as he shifted, though mercifully we were spared further crushing by the fact we’d arrived.

The cemetery was nice, for a cemetery on a very gray day. The gravestones were well-kept, the lawn was neatly trimmed, and most of the flowers left by the stones were fresh, or at least, not totally dead.

There was also the unmistakable sense of magic in the air, and I knew at once that this was a cemetery where many seers and other supernaturals had been buried.

“It’s been a while since I’ve been here, but I think it’s this way,” Asami told us once we’d exited the car, and the six of us began to wind our way along the white path between the graves.

My boots quickly became dusted with the stuff, like I’d been traipsing through flour, and Asami was walking so quickly she kicked up great clouds of it, and some of it settled in her hair and made her look a little gray.

“Leo.” Carmen reached from behind me to touch my arm, and I turned back to look at her. “Something feels… really messed up here.”

That wasn’t good. Not that I’d been expecting everything to be okay in a cemetery, let alone a cemetery where a ghost had been forcibly raised, but something about the phrase ‘really messed up’ sent a chill down my spine.

“Oh, god!”

Asami’s cry made me whip around to face her, and she was further up the path. The others and I all broke into a run to catch up with her, and once we got over the small crest of the little hill, we saw what had made her cry out.

She was standing before one of the graves, no doubt Galen’s grave, and even before I saw it, I could feel it. I knew Carmen must have felt it, too, because I heard her groan in discomfort.

A circle of light was etched into the ground before Galen’s gravestone. Runes glowed in the grass, and even from a short distance I could feel their meanings, the malevolence and the force of them.

There was no doubt in our minds now. Galen’s spirit had been forcibly raised from the beyond and enslaved, and this spell circle was what had done it.


Chapter 16

“Shit,” Kegan muttered, and he moved seemingly automatically to stand between the spell circle over Galen’s grave and the rest of us.

Kylah stepped forward and put a hand on his arm like a kid looking over a barrier at a parade, and on his other side, Asami did the same.

Behind him, Carmen gripped my shoulder, and when I looked over at her, I was sure I was wearing the same expression of wary concern as she was.

Both of us were still pretty unhabituated to magic, enough that we could still easily see auras, and there was no telling whether that would remain a permanent part of our magical abilities or if it would fade with time. Either way, we could still sense magic easily right now, and the energy coming off the spell circle washed over us both in waves like a tide. The sheer weight of the power was almost crushing, and I felt like I might drown if I got too close.

“You should stay back a little,” I told my sister. The power would probably be worse for her than for me, because of her empath ability. Not to mention, if there were any other threats, they could fly under Carmen’s ‘radar’ if she got too close to the spell circle. She’d be too overwhelmed by it.

“You, too,” she muttered, and her grip on my shoulder tightened.

“You both should,” Kegan said from in front, though he didn’t look away from the spell circle. “In fact, all of you should, except Sami and me. We’re the only ones who have a hope in hell of breaking it.”

“Can it be broken?” I asked the blond man.

“All magic can be broken,” he replied. “Just not by everyone.”

“This spell would have been made easier by the Equinox,” Asami sighed. “We don’t have the luxury of that… power-up. Even if we can break it, it’ll take time.”

“How much time?” I asked, because it was easier to shift into ‘mission mode’ and focus on what we needed to do rather than think about what was being done to that poor man’s spirit, or about the strange feeling of the spell’s energy.

It had an almost oily feel, like I could feel it sliding over me through the air. I felt unclean and uneasy the longer I stood near it. Was that an intentional thing, to make people less likely to approach the grave? Or just a natural byproduct of such terrible magic?

“Hard to say,” Asami said. “We’ll need to get closer. It depends on how complex the spell is-- complexity and power are not necessarily the same.”

“Something like this would have to be fairly intricate, though,” Kegan said to the researcher, and the others and I all watched as they slipped into the quick-minded shorthand the pair of them seemed to just know. Their minds worked similarly, so similarly that half the time they didn’t even need to finish their sentences for the other to catch on.

“Raising a spirit this peaceful,” Asami said with a nod. “You’d risk--”

“Disturbing others,” Kegan agreed. “But there aren’t any other disturbed graves. Mass binding spell?”

“No.” The Japanese woman shook her head. “Too much energy. They’re focused on Galen. Containing spell?”

“A second circle?” the blond man suggested curiously. “Or would the runes--”

“They would need to be incorporated into the main body,” Asami told him.

“Guys!” Kylah cut in sharply, and they both turned to look at her almost like they’d forgotten she-- and the rest of us-- were even standing there.

“Yes?” Asami asked her.

“Can you break this spell or not?” the blonde woman asked them patiently. “And if you can, how much time do you need?”

“Better question,” my sister said. “If you can’t, where does that leave us? Could we just dig up Galen’s body and burn it?”

“Probably not,” Kegan told her. He stepped forward several paces and crouched down beside Galen’s grave, and I could see the strain on his face as he fought against the uncomfortable energy of the magic.

“What do you see?” Asami asked him.

“We definitely couldn’t burn him,” the blond man answered. “There are two spell circles here. The first one is a waking spell, and a powerful one. Strong enough to call a peaceful spirit back from the beyond. The outer circle is a binding spell, anchoring Galen to this plane. His body is only one anchor, the other is whoever put this spell in place. If we burned his body, his soul is still tied to the mortal plane. It would probably just be shoved into the person controlling him, like possession. But… worse.”

The idea of Galen, who was already very magically powerful, being shoved into the body of someone who was also very magically powerful chilled me. They would drive each other insane, their power would be totally unchecked, and I was fairly sure that if Galen’s spirit did end up trapped with whoever had raised him, that person being his anchor meant there would be no separating them.

“The outer circle?” Asami said. “It’s also acting as a containment spell. The magic itself is bound to Galen alone, which means none of these other spirits risk being disturbed.”

“Well, that’s a good thing, right?” Artemis frowned. “It means we only have one ghost to deal with.”

“Yes and no,” Asami said, and she made a face as she crouched down on the other side of the headstone.

Then Carmen pulled out her phone and turned on the flashlight so we could all see the words.

Galen Czerny

1958 – 2018

Beloved friend and mentor.

“You’re right that it’s good we only have one spirit to free,” the researcher said as she raised a hand to trace the letters of Galen’s name. I wondered how his last name was pronounced, but I was fairly sure the ‘Cz’ combination made a ‘ch’ sound. “But it also means whoever bound him knows what they’re doing. They’re going to be very skilled, not just powerful.”

“This spell is pretty complex,” Kegan said in an agreeing tone. “They seriously knew what they were doing.”

“But we still don’t know why,” Carmen groaned. “Beyond an assumption that this is related to… to Oregon. And Phoenix. What do a bunch of anti-Order extremists have to gain by killing werewolves in Los Angeles?”

“Maybe they want to highlight how stuck-up the Order is,” I suggested.

“They don’t need to,” Artemis said with a furrowed brow. “We all know, and we don’t need reminders. Maybe they have something against lycanthropes specifically? Or they’re trying to deepen cultural divides within different magical species.”

“Mm, I dunno about that,” I said hesitantly. “We… we ran into a guy who knew a little about how the Phoenix lot were operating. He said they were pretty… multicultural, actually. Banding together in a unified hatred of the veil.”

“Which brings us back to the Order,” Kylah said. “The symbol of upholding the veil. Maybe this is just to drum up support for their cause. No veil means no Order, which means the magical world can regain control of its destiny, or whatever.”

“If by ‘regain control’ you mean plunge the human and magical worlds into a war that would likely devastate them both,” Carmen said blandly. “Maybe we could ask Galen if he heard anything from his… puppet master.”

Asami made a somewhat indignant noise at my sister’s use of the term ‘puppet master’ from where she and Kegan were kneeling beside Galen’s grave and were clearly trying to figure out how to start dismantling the spell circles.

“We’ll have to start with the outer circle,” the half-fae man said at last. “It was applied later. And we can’t put Galen’s spirit to rest if it’s still bound to the spell caster, anyway.”

He pulled a small dagger from his boot, much smaller than any of Kylah’s silver knives. It was barely bigger than a pocketknife and engraved with runes all along the blade. I’d never seen him use it before, and I instantly knew it was because this little knife wasn’t an offensive weapon, not in the way Kylah’s daggers were.

This was a tool for magic.

Kegan lowered the tip of the knife to the very edge of the outermost circle of magic around Galen’s grave. As soon as it made contact, the runes in the blade glowed the same magenta color as the spell circle itself, and the knife jerked away like a magnet being repelled.

“Fuck,” the blond man muttered. “This has some powerful protection magic over it, too.”

“Is there anything we can do to help?” I asked, and I wondered if Carmen’s ability to sense magic, or my ability to boost it, would come in handy.

“Keep an eye out for whoever put this spell in place,” Kegan told me. “Magic this strong, even if he hadn’t bound Galen’s spirit to his own, will be linked to his aura. He’ll sense that it’s being interfered with. You guys will need to distract him if he shows up, so Sami and I can dismantle it properly.”

“Running interference, got it.” I nodded, and I barely even had to glance in Kylah’s direction when she tossed a dagger at me. The hilt just landed in my palm like it was magnetized, and I looked down at the silver blade and wondered how soon I would have to use it.

“The inner circle looks simpler to deal with,” Asami then said to Kegan. “This is pretty similar to the summoning spells people might cast over graves on Halloween.”

“Fuck, that’s real?” Carmen asked. “It’s not just a horror movie cliché?”

“Well, it is, and it isn’t,” the researcher told her. “A summoning spell is a slightly more forceful version of a séance. A séance is an invitation to a spirit already in this world, one that isn’t fully at rest for whatever reason. A summoning spell is… a demand. But a lot of peaceful spirits can’t handle the strain of being pulled back to the mortal plane. Casting them over graves makes it a little easier on the spirit, because they have a natural anchor in either their memorial place, or their physical body if they still have one.”

“Handy in murder investigations,” Kegan added as he put his knife back to the edge of the outer spell circle. It looked like he was chipping away at one of the runes, like he was trying to reshape it into something else. I couldn’t read that language, and yet I could understand what each of the runes meant. The one Kegan was trying to chip at meant something like ‘ensnare’ or maybe ‘contain.’ Was he trying to change its meaning, or make it a meaningless squiggle?

“Yes, but this time it’s the cause of the murder investigation,” Artemis pointed out in a terse voice. “Unless you think we’ll be able to interview him and ask who disturbed his rest?”

“We might, if he hasn’t been driven mad,” Kylah said. “From what you said, he hasn’t. He’s confused and scared, but still sane.”

“He’s resilient.” Asami nodded firmly. “He’d never let someone rob him of his mind. He’d never let himself succumb to whatever they wanted from him.”

I couldn’t help but think of the chimera and how its tenuous sanity had been the only thing really stopping it from going on an all-out rampage around Oregon, or even the entire West Coast.

“Even so, you guys need to work fast,” I said to her and Kegan. “We’ll keep an eye out, you focus on getting that binding spell destroyed.”

“Take these,” Kylah added, and she pressed a bundle of sage into Kegan and Asami’s hands. She’d used her light magic to set fire to them and then extinguished them, and the sweet-smelling smoke wafted through the air.

“These might not work, Ky,” Asami said, even as she tucked the bundle of herbs into the breast pocket of her sweater. “If he’s being forced.”

“It’s better than nothing,” the blonde woman insisted as she passed bundles out to Carmen, Artemis, and me.

We wore them like boutonnières on our lapels, and I had the peculiar sensation of having my senses literally clouded by the smoke, but it actually cleared my mind of some of the spell’s oily-feeling energy.

“Fan out,” I told Carmen, Artemis, and Kylah, and the four of us formed a circle around Kegan and Asami as they worked to dismantle the spell circles. I remembered vaguely that cardinal directions could be powerful in magic, so I directed the other three ‘defenders’ to stand facing west, south, and north, respectively. I was facing east, which meant I could see how the sun made the thin, grayish clouds glow with blinding white-gold light.

Somewhere in my head, I was sure no evil magician would attack us right now. Just because it was daytime, it was morning, and surely they were meant to attack at night, right? Most of the werewolves, except Artemis, had been attacked at night, under cover of darkness. Maybe our efforts to dismantle the spell circle would go unnoticed until it was too late.

Of course, though, I knew that was foolish. We needed to stay vigilant, and no matter what, Kegan and Asami needed to break the binding spell.

A few minutes into their work, however, Kegan gave a cry and tipped sideways onto the ground. We all whipped around to stare at him. His little rune knife was lying on the ground, and it had bounced off one of the spell runes with a metallic, almost musical sound, like it was somehow able to resonate with something that should have just been made of light.

“Kegan!” Kylah cried out, and she rushed to his side.

He was lying on the ground clutching his head, and even before I got a glimpse at his face and saw the red blood streaking over his cheeks, I knew what had happened.

“Get the sage!” I ordered the others, and they rushed forward wafting their bundles in Kegan’s face, but Asami waved them away.

“That won’t work!” she said. “Galen’s already in there! You need to force him out, Leo.”

“She’s right,” Artemis said, and she was suddenly at my side as her fingers gripped my forearm with a superhuman strength. “Do whatever it is you did that saved me. Boost his aura, or whatever, help him force Galen out.”

I forced myself not to panic and tried to ignore my hammering heart and the agonized groaning of one of my best friends. I instead called up the mental image of a river of magic and Kegan’s power flowing along it. Then I added my own power and redirected the flow away from anything that might siphon it.

It wasn’t quite enough, so I pushed forward until I was beside Kegan, and I laid my hand on the back of the blond man’s neck.

“Come on,” I growled at him, but I had no idea if he could hear me. He was muttering under his breath between cries of pain, the same mantra of ‘broken’ like when Galen had possessed Artemis. “Come on, Kegan! Fight it! Fight him!”

“You can do it!” Kylah almost sobbed the words as she gripped her brother’s hand between both of her own. Her green eyes were wide and terrified, and I felt a renewed surge of conviction that we were not going to let Kegan succumb to Galen, or whoever was pulling Galen’s strings.

The five of us-- hell, the six of us-- had gone through far too much to let some bastard who hid behind a dead man win against us.

“Fight it,” I ordered Kegan again. “Come on! Fight it!”

Kegan’s limbs suddenly jerked outward, with such force that both Kylah and I were shoved away from him, and we stared in horror as he laid out across the ground. I fought to keep my focus on his aura, to keep amplifying it, even as the blond man writhed and snarled while blood leaked from his eyes like gruesome tears.

“Oh, god!” Kylah whimpered, and she put one hand to her mouth as the other grabbed my jacket sleeve. “Leo, what did you do? What is Galen doing to him?”

“Just wait,” Artemis told the blonde woman, and she reached out to put an arm around Kylah’s shoulders.

I noticed the werewolf woman did not look away from Kegan, not for a moment. She forced herself to watch every second, like she was burning it into her memory as a reminder of revenge.

I knew that was what I was doing. Every ounce of pain that had been caused to her, and was being caused to Kegan, whoever had disturbed Galen would pay it back tenfold.

“Pip,” Carmen said to me in a voice that sounded so horribly small and uncertain. My twin sister who was always so brazen, so unapologetically herself, and now she was looking at Kegan with nothing short of terror in her eyes. “Pip, what’s happening to him?”

“He’s battling against Galen, or whoever’s controlling Galen,” I told her. “All I can do is boost his aura. We can’t force Galen out ourselves. It has to be Kegan.”

“He’s strong,” Asami said, and she looked at Carmen and then at Kylah as she said it. The researcher was still crouched beside Galen’s grave, but I knew why. She’d seen this exact scene only hours earlier, with Artemis. There was nothing any of us could do but watch. Like the tether that kept a person at the hospital bedside of a loved one, some tie held us five here as we watched Kegan and simply prayed he would do it.

Suddenly, his back arched impossibly high, I was shocked none of his vertebrae cracked, but maybe they did, and I just didn’t hear it over how the blond man was screaming. Then, finally, he went silent.

After an endless moment, he shuddered and pushed himself up onto all fours, and then he coughed raggedly until he retched. He looked up at us, saw us all watching him in silent horror, and for another long beat, he just watched us back.

“Kylah?” he finally croaked, and it seemed to shatter whatever spell had enveloped us.

“God!” she cried out, and the half-fae woman rushed forward to hug her brother. “You had me scared to death!”

“I’m okay, Kylah,” he rasped. “I just… fuck. Galen’s strong. Whoever’s controlling him is stronger. We need to be alert.”

“We do,” I agreed as Kylah let go of her brother and picked up her knife again. “This isn’t over. Galen’s here, which means whoever disturbed him knows what we’re doing.”

“You just became our secret weapon, then,” Artemis told me. “You can boost our auras, keep us bouncing Galen from one body to another until Kegan and Sami have broken the spell.”

“You think?” I asked as I pursed my lips. “There’s no telling how much time that’ll take. The strain on your minds.”

“Maybe, but it’s the only plan we’ve got,” Carmen said. “We don’t have time to wait for a better idea. We-- argh!”

And that was the start of it.

My sister fell to her knees bleeding from her eyes and screeching in pain, and I held her in my arms as I struggled to block out the sound of her screams and just focused on her aura, on forcing Galen out of her.

He went for Kylah, next, and she knelt on the ground in front of me while laboriously grinding out single words as she fought for control.

“Keep… him… here…” she gasped, and her fingers dug into my shoulders as she stared at me with bleeding eyes. “Keep… him… away… from… them…”

“Kylah, we can’t,” I argued. “He’ll kill you if I leave him in there.”

“Keep… him…” she groaned before she screamed and clutched her head, and even though my head was spinning by now, I summoned the energy from somewhere to boost her aura as Carmen and Artemis each held her to stop her from writhing on the ground.

It was valiant of her to want to keep Galen trapped inside her, so he couldn’t go after Kegan and Asami as they continued to work, but she couldn’t handle it. Her aura wasn’t strong enough, not unless I boosted it.

Which gave me an idea.

“Leo, whatever you’re thinking, don’t do it,” Carmen warned me sternly, because she’d seen the look in my eyes, and even if she hadn’t guessed my precise idea, she knew it was an idea she wouldn’t like.

“Monkey,” I said as I looked at Kylah in front of us. The blonde woman was twitching in pain and fighting not to scream, not to chant ‘broken’ over and over. “I can’t just leave her like this-- any of you. I might be able to--”

“Leo, you can’t!” Asami cried out.

“Don’t worry about me,” I told her. “You two keep focused on the spell! The quicker you break it, the quicker this is all over, for us and for Galen.”

“Leo,” Artemis said, and she reached out to touch my arm. “It… hurts. To have him in there. You literally feel your mind being torn in two. You could lose your mind. You could die. You could lose your very soul.”

“Better mine than yours,” I growled, and I looked hard at Kylah and poured everything I had into her aura, into forcing Galen out of her.

She threw her head back and screamed, and then suddenly there was pain splitting across my skull. My eyes felt like they were going to pop out of my head, and my brain was being put through a shredder, and a hundred other things had been replaced with simple pain.

Broken, a voice chanted inside my head, one that wasn’t my own, but I suspected I knew who it belonged to. All broken. Make it stop! Make it stop!

“Make it stop…” I felt my own lips form those words, but whether I whispered them or screamed them, I didn’t know. Everything was pain. Moving, speaking, breathing, even simply thinking, were all agony.

I dug down inside myself and retreated from it on instinct as much as part of my plan. If I went deep enough, I could boost my own aura, fend Galen off just enough that I could hold on to my sanity without fully forcing him out. I needed to keep him-- and whoever was controlling him-- distracted.

I tried to think of anything but the pain. The way Asami’s expression would turn faraway when she got a new idea. The way Kylah smiled and curled a lock of hair around her finger when she teased me. The way Carmen would grin and punch my shoulder. The way Kegan’s quiet furtiveness melted into easy smiles and chatter when he was surrounded by those he trusted. The way Artemis’ nose scrunched up whenever she thought hard about something.

For them, I told myself, and the pain became bearable. For them. Saving people and helping them, like Galen had done for his entire life.

“Leo!”

I suddenly became aware of a voice outside my own head, and it was like an echo of pain was ringing throughout my body, because the agony was gone, but it left marks. The most immediate source of pain had been removed, but it still hurt to move, to turn my head and stare up at Kylah, who was leaning over me with my face cupped in her hands, and real tears mixed into the blood on her cheeks.

“Oh, god,” she sobbed when I looked at her. “God. We thought you were dead.”

“Not dead,” I mumbled, and I realized one of my hands hurt more than the rest of me, and I looked over to see Carmen holding it between both of her own, tight enough that I was fairly sure she’d cut off circulation in my fingers and hers.

“Don’t you ever do that again,” she told me flatly, but she didn’t let go of my hand.

“No worries,” I said as I struggled to sit up, and dull pain throbbed through my torso. When had I ended up lying down on the ground? I didn’t remember moving. I didn’t remember anything but the pain. “I don’t want to.”

“You… you’re okay?” Kylah asked me hesitantly, and I carefully nodded.

“I… I think I am,” I told her. “Did… why did Galen stop? Did Sami and Kegan break the spell circle?”

“One of them,” Asami’s voice said, and I looked over to see the researcher looking down at me. Her face was ghostly pale, so with my free hand I reached up to brush her fingers, and she gripped onto me tightly. “You scared us.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I… I just figured… better me than you guys, right? I’m better suited to--”

“Don’t you dare!” my sister snapped at me, and when I looked at her, she was glaring. “Don’t you dare try to pass this off as some-- some self-sacrificing bullshit! We’re a team, remember? You said we were a team. Teammates don’t do this! They work together so none of them end up left behind, or… or in a place where the others can’t come to help.”

“Monkey…” I said gently. I thought of a thousand things to say. That I was the logical choice because of my powers. That my military training had left me with a more resilient psyche. That I was neither a researcher nor a magical powerhouse, so it mattered less if I got hurt a bit. But in the end the only thing that came out of my mouth was the only thing that mattered. “I’m sorry. I just… didn’t want you guys to get hurt for my sake.”

“And you think we want you to get hurt for ours?” Kylah asked in a voice that was half a laugh and half-shocked.

I could only smile sheepishly at her, and she made an exasperated noise and then leaned forward to kiss me hard. She tasted like the salt of her tears and the slight floral-metallic tang of her blood.

“Don’t you ever do that again,” she whispered to me when she pulled away. “Don’t go where we can’t follow.”

“I won’t,” I promised her. “Not ever again. We’re a team.”

“You’re damn right we are,” Carmen grumbled. Her cheeks were flushed like she was embarrassed, but then she leaned forward and hugged me tight. “Jerk.”

“Love you, too,” I said with a small laugh, and I hugged her back.

I shakily got to my feet, and I looked at Galen’s grave to see Asami and Kegan had indeed managed to dismantle the outer spell circle. Now, only the waking spell was left behind.

“I still don’t know who would do this to another person,” I said as I looked at the glowing runes. “The way it requires someone’s very soul to be put in that much pain. Why? What could you even stand to gain?”

“If they did this to Galen, they could do it to someone else,” Kylah said. She had her fingers threaded with mine in a refusal to let me go. “We… we can’t leave them alive, not in good conscience.”

“We can’t,” I agreed. “But we should bring them to Selene if we can. She’s the head of the werewolf community. Her people were murdered. She’s the one who should decide how to deal with this bastard.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Artemis said, and when I turned to look at her, I saw she was turned away and looking at something else, something that wasn’t the rest of our group. Her nose was scrunched in a thoughtful way, and her body was tense.

She’d noticed something.

“But as for why someone would do something like this,” the werewolf woman then continued, and she raised an arm to point. “Why don’t you ask them yourself?”


Chapter 17

“I recognize that smell,” Artemis said with a snarl, and she turned to face the direction she was pointing in with her hackles raised.

Her teeth were bared, and her fanged canines glinted in the illumination from Carmen’s phone flashlight.

“Every magic has a unique scent, as unique as an aura pattern,” the amber-eyed woman continued. “I caught that smell when we went to Jaci’s death site. I can smell it here, at the grave, too. And it’s coming from over there.”

I turned in the direction she indicated, and I noticed there was a figure standing between the graves. Watching us.

How had we not noticed them before? It wasn’t especially dark, in fact it was daylight. And even in gray, watery daylight like this, we should have noticed someone standing there. Had they glamoured themselves? And if they had, how long had they been watching? And why did they let the glamour drop?

“We might have disrupted their power,” Kylah said, as if she could read my mind. She was firmly holding one of her daggers, and I watched as she slid another one free from a sheath on her forearm. “Kegan and Sami broke the spell, so the flow of their magic would… shift. Like a record skipping. It could disrupt another spell, like a glamour, which requires constant concentration to maintain.

“Kegan, Asami,” I said. “How long before you can break the second spell circle?”

“It’ll take a little time,” Asami answered. “But we broke the binding spell. Galen’s spirit is free of whoever’s controlling him now. He can’t be used against his will anymore.”

That was good, at least. Because there was no doubt in my mind that this creepy figure was whoever had summoned and bound Galen in the first place, and even without a healer ghost as his personal torture device, he was still going to be enormously powerful, and we would need every possible advantage to beat him.

“They feel wrong,” Carmen said in a low voice, just loud enough for us to hear. “Can you see it, Leo? In their aura. Their magic feels wrong. Twisted.”

All I could feel was the intense power of it, but my sister was more sensitive to that sort of thing than I was, and I cast a glance at her.

“Is it like the magic around Galen’s grave?” I asked. “Like at the sites where the werewolves were killed?”

“It’s the same,” she said with a nod. “Identical.”

That confirmed it, then. This was the guy.

“He murdered my friends,” Artemis growled, but I stepped forward to put a hand on her shoulder.

“Careful,” I warned her. “He’s strong, remember? Strong enough to enslave a ghost. If you want to truly avenge Jaci and the others, you’ll have to play it smart. Don’t let your anger rule you.”

“That’s probably what he wants, anyway,” Kylah said. “To make you angry so you act rashly and sloppily. You have to be smarter than that. Don’t let him bait you.”

The figure had begun to move now. They’d obviously come here because they sensed Kegan and Asami messing with the spell, or possibly they’d been confused how Artemis was able to fend off Galen’s spirit, and had come to make sure the spell was still holding.

Either way, they were here now, and so were we.

There was no way they could know about my ability to boost auras, only that Galen had suddenly not been able to kill anyone, despite the fact he’d still been able to possess people. I was hoping that bit of information would be an advantage against this guy.

“Kylah, Artemis, with me,” I ordered. “Kegan, Asami, work on the spell circle. Monkey, help them figure out what’s up with the magic and stay back.”

My sister didn’t argue, which meant she’d heard the sternness of my voice and had, for once, decided to listen. Then Kylah, Artemis, and I moved to stand between the figure and the grave just as the figure approached.

“You shouldn’t have come here!” they said in a booming voice, and I knew at once they were male. I also wondered for a second if he was using magic to amplify his voice or something, because there was a reverberating quality to his words that didn’t feel natural. Maybe it was just his sheer power, like a tiny, tiny version of how the voice of God would kill a human if they ever heard it directly.

If this guy fancied himself a god, he was about to get a rude wake-up call from Team Rivera.

“I was going to say the same to you!” I called back to him.

“You’re the one, aren’t you?” Artemis demanded. “The one killing lycanthropes. Why?”

The man chuckled from beneath the hood over his face. Despite the daylight, I couldn’t make out a single feature on his face, so he must have had a mask on under the hood or something, or maybe he didn’t even have a face. I wasn’t really sure what was or wasn’t real anymore, what was and wasn’t possible.

“You do not need to concern yourselves with the details of greater plans,” the man told Artemis. “None of you. You’re insignificant.”

“And yet we managed to break your binding spell,” I said. “I wonder, what happens to a ghost who’s been forced to possess innocent people and murder them? Do you think that would make them angry enough to possess their jailer?”

“If you think Galen Czerny would ever be the type to enact revenge on someone, then you truly have no hope of comprehending my true goals,” the man sneered. “He was the perfect target. A talented healer too meek to raise a hand to defend himself, even in retribution for being turned into a murder-puppet.”

“Why?” Artemis demanded again, louder this time. “What was the point of all that? Why did you kill my friends?”

“Perhaps they, like you, didn’t know when to stop barking and be quiet,” the man suggested coldly.

“Hey!” I snapped. “Back the fuck off. Turn yourself in to us and Selene Ylva, and we won’t kill you where you stand.”

“You presume to kill me?” The man just sounded amused. “The six of you? Three humans and three half-breeds? You have no idea of the power you oppose, the futility of it.”

“We killed a chimera,” my sister said. She’d moved to stand beside Artemis and had a hand on the werewolf woman’s shoulder. I wasn’t sure if that was to stop Artemis from ripping this guy to shreds or as a show of solidarity. “We could easily kill you.”

“You think a mad beast that thinks only of feeding itself can in any way be compared to me?” the man scoffed. “I’d heard rumors about your little group. Carmen and Leo Rivera, last scions of one of the oldest families in the magical world. Your father scorned the Order, and so did the pair of you. That much, I can respect. But if you’ve deluded yourselves to think you are in any way comparable to me, then you’re beyond help.”

Rumors? This guy had to be connected to Phoenix. Who else would have cause to keep tabs on Carmen and me while also scorning the Order? Maybe, before we took this guy down and handed him over to Selene, we could get a little more information out of him. Information like what Phoenix was planning, and what it had done to all those Eyes whose bodies had never even been found.

“That’s bold talk from a man murdering innocent werewolves,” I told him. “What was the purpose of all this? If you hate the Order, surely you would respect the magical world, the people within it. Or are you just some human zealot who thinks magic is evil?”

“Do not compare me to those ignorant creatures,” the man warned in a dangerous voice. “Humanity was once powerful, once able to master magic like no other species, unrestrained by magical limitations like cold iron or silver. But then the veil went up, and now they’re crawling through the mud with no idea of what they’ve lost.”

That was a bit of a curveball. I’d heard of many people in the magical world who hated humanity, who wanted to subjugate humans and turn them into slaves, or food, or just wipe them all out. But someone in the magical world who wanted human superiority was new, and it just raised more questions about the Phoenix group’s ultimate goal.

“So, what? You started enslaving ghosts to feel powerful?” Carmen sneered. “To make yourself feel big and scary again? Like a bully who picks on the smallest kid in the class? Very intimidating. I’m so fucking scared.”

“Monkey,” I warned in a low voice, because derision was one thing, but this guy was still strong, and I didn’t want to push him too far.

Or, more specifically, I didn’t want Carmen to push him too far.

“Like I said before, you need not concern yourselves with greater plans,” the man replied, and his voice was like ice now.

I could tell my sister had crossed some kind of line, and my grip on Kylah’s knife tightened as I shifted toward Carmen, in case the bastard went to attack her, first.

“After all,” the man continued. “The dead do not need to concern themselves with the machinations of the living.”

He raised his arms then, and I felt the surge of that magic again like a strange tide threatening to drown me. I just clicked into defensive mode, and I operated on instinct as I pulled my gun free from the holster under my shoulder and fired directly at his torso.

I missed.

Or… he missed. I realized then and there he wasn’t wearing some kind of mask under his hood, and his cloak wasn’t especially dark. The man was actually made of shadows, because when I fired, he parted in the middle so there was a hole in his torso, and the bullet sailed harmlessly through it like I was playing target practice.

Then the two sides of his body reformed into a single man like nothing had happened.

“What the fuck?” Carmen demanded, and she sounded more irritated than scared. “That’s just unfair!”

“He’s a shadowmancer!” Kylah called out to Carmen and me.

Shadowmancer? So, no wonder my gun hadn’t worked. I couldn’t shoot a shadow. And if I kept firing bullets, it was more likely that I would end up shooting one of my allies by accident, so I lowered my gun and surged forward to try and knock my body into the man’s.

It worked insofar that I did collide with him, but I didn’t knock him down. It was like he was made of stone, or somehow anchored to the ground, or maybe he made the shadows impossibly dense, because there was no give at all.

“You’ll have to do better than that, human,” the man said, and he backhanded me across the face so hard I fell to the ground.

“Leo!” I heard Asami and Carmen both cry out my name, and for their sakes, I refused to let it show how much that had hurt, even if my vision was spinning a little.

I staggered back to my feet, and I spat out the blood that had welled up in my mouth and wiped roughly at my split lip.

“If you insist,” I snarled.

I imagined the river again, my own strength fueled by my magic, and threw a punch at him. The man just dissolved into shadow around my fist and then reformed, but in a different position, and he grabbed my wrist with both hands and pulled me forward until I lost my balance and fell to the ground.

Halfway through the fall, I realized he’d snatched my gun from my other hand, and I turned just in time to see him raise it toward Artemis and fire.

“Artemis!” I yelled over the sound of the gunshot, and the werewolf woman grunted as the bullet hit her in the shoulder. I watched in horror as she put a hand there, and her face twisted with discomfort and then in confusion as she took her hand away and saw there was no blood.

“You’re not the only one who’s bulletproof.” She glared up at the man. “Try silver next time, asshole.”

She charged the figure then, but he did the same as he’d done with me and just dissolved around her, and she would have landed right on top of me if I hadn’t rolled out of the way. I managed to get to my feet just as she began to lose her balance, and she fell into my arms. Then I pushed her upright, and we both nodded to confirm we were alright before we turned our attention back to the man.

Hitting him wasn’t working. Shooting him hadn’t worked, either. Which meant we were going to have to beat this magically.

But he wasn’t the only one who could make himself too dense to hit.

“Artemis,” I muttered to the amber-eyed woman. “Remember what happened when Galen possessed you?”

“What part?” she asked, and her eyes stayed fixed on the shadow figure.

He seemed almost bored as he looked at us. His attention was focused primarily on me, maybe because I’d been the first to attack, or maybe there was more to what he’d said about Carmen and I being the last scions of a great line.

Either way, it meant Kegan and Asami were free to continue their work on the spell circle. Once they’d broken the waking spell, they just needed to dig up Galen’s body and burn it to make sure he was fully released from the mortal plane forever.

“The part where you kicked him out of your head,” I said.

“You helped,” she pointed out.

“Exactly,” I said, and I nodded toward the shadow man. “Distract him. I’ll make sure he can’t hit you.”

It was easier to direct my magic outward than inward, and Artemis was already sturdier than I was. All the military training in the world wouldn’t let me shrug off a bullet. Not without a Kevlar vest, anyway.

It was getting easier and easier to redirect my magic, to amplify others, and I wondered for a moment if I was just getting better in general or if I was becoming more attuned to the auras of my allies, and it was just easier for me to amplify them specifically.

Either way, when the shadow man went to attack Artemis again, he was in for a nasty surprise.

“I don’t need silver bullets to get rid of the likes of you, half-breed,” the man snarled, and his shadow form dissolved into some ominous cloud, but Artemis stood her ground.

I could see the tension in her expression as fists of shadow formed in the air and tried to hit her, but she didn’t move. She was like a stone statue. Unbreakable.

The guy was suitably distracted, at least for now, and I reckoned that maybe he wasn’t entirely sane. Of course, no one sane would be going around murdering innocent people with a ghost anyway, but his focus on Artemis, and on the other werewolves, seemed borderline obsessive, and I had to wonder what the reason for it was.

Not that it mattered right now.

“Kylah!” I called out, and I knew that was all she needed to catch on.

What was the opposite of shadow, after all?

The blonde woman threw up her arms, and an orb of light as bright as a miniature sun exploded into the air like a supernova. The effect it had on the man was instantaneous, and he let out a shriek like he was being burned. The shadows around Artemis shuddered and twitched as if they were in pain, and they thrashed like an animal trying to escape a trap.

After a few moments, I noticed the shadows were shrinking and being forced to retreat into the man who had created them, and I poured all of my focus into boosting Artemis’ aura, but to no effect.

“Leo!” Asami then yelled. “It’s affecting the spell circle!”

“I can feel it,” my sister agreed. “Like the light is… scrubbing away the grossness of it.”

“Keep going, then,” I urged Kylah, and she nodded at me, even though I could see the strain from having to maintain such a bright light.

“No, no, no!” the shadow-man wailed, only he wasn’t really a shadow anymore. His voice had lost that strange reverberating quality, and while he still radiated a strong sense of magic, I no longer felt like it was going to drown me.

Kylah, brilliant thing she was, had practically neutralized him.

“We did warn you,” I told the man. “Now, I’ll give you one last chance to surrender peacefully and explain what you wanted with the werewolves.”

“I don’t take orders from the likes of you!” the man sneered at me.

The hood of his cloak had fallen back, and now that the claustrophobic feeling of his shadow magic was gone, I could tell his aura was a human’s. His hair and eyes were brown, and his skin was fair. He was kind of good-looking, honestly. Normal. He didn’t look like the sort of guy who would go around enslaving ghosts and murdering werewolves, and I could tell from how none of the others had reacted that none of them recognized him.

“It doesn’t matter anyway,” the man then added, and he smirked at me bitterly. “You clumsy fools have ruined it all. You have no idea what you’re messing with. It will come down on your heads, though. And I can’t wait to see it, see all of you crushed under the weight of your own stupid mistakes! Hrrkk!”

He was choked off, quite literally, by Artemis. She’d grabbed him by the throat with one hand and lifted him clean off the ground.

“Why?” she demanded. “Why did you kill them? Tell me!”

“Why?” The man let out a wheezy laugh. “Who cares? Weeping over a couple dead mutts. Pathetic.”

“Tell me!” Artemis snarled and shook him like a dog shakes a chew toy. “You killed them! What for?”

“You have no idea,” the man said again. His voice was strained, and he was clearly in pain, but there was no fear in his eyes. He just seemed amused. “It doesn’t matter. They were inferior. Werewolves, vampires, half-fae. Just cheap imitations of humanity, attempts by mortals to cling to power they lost. Perversions of the purest form of magic left to this world. When the veil falls, so will all of you. And the second-sight will inherit the ashes.”

Did he seriously think that? Seers were the ultimate… species? I’d seen glimpses of faerie power. Of vampire power. Of the tight bonds that bound a werewolf community together. Did Phoenix really believe they had the strength to overcome the magical and human worlds?

And more worryingly, did they actually have that strength?

“We can summon resting ghosts and build chimeras. You have no idea what we’re capable of.” The man choked out with a laugh, and his eyes bugged as Artemis’ grip tightened, but he still didn’t seem afraid.

I stepped forward and leveled my gaze at him.

“Nor do you,” I said coldly, and he turned his head as best he could to look at me. “You have no idea what we’re capable of. We destroyed your chimera. We broke the spell that bound your ghost. We’ll defeat you. You and all your insane allies. The Order might not care about what happens to the magical world, but we do. And there will always be people like us who will stop people like you. You think the veil is your enemy? Subjugating humanity’s magical potential or whatever the fuck? You’re wrong. We’re your enemy. Veil or no veil, we won’t surrender to tyrants and egomaniacs.”

“You can fight all you like,” the man rasped. “You’ll never be strong enough to stop us. You have no clue what we’re planning. Who our allies are. We are infinite. My name is Legion, for we are many.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I told him simply. “We’ll stop you. We’ll always stop you. Humanity and magic are both part of this world. They’re what make it this way. If you think you can destroy one without destroying the other, if you think you can be king of the ashes, then you’re a fool as well as a psychopath. More than that. You’re a dead man.”

“Leo Rivera.” The man wheezed out another sardonic chuckle. “Do you mean to kill me? With that little weapon of yours? Do you expect me to beg for mercy, little fledgling?”

“No.” I smirked at him. “I’m not the one you should be begging.”

The man turned his head back to look at Artemis, and her amber eyes burned. For a split second, I saw the barest flicker of fear in his brown eyes. The faintest realization that for all his grandstanding and power and supposed ‘greater plans,’ he was now entirely powerless and entirely at her mercy.

Artemis must have seen it, too. Because the moment the fear sparked in his eyes, she twisted her hand and snapped his neck.


Chapter 18

Artemis let the body fall to the ground with a thud. The man looked small now. Normal. Human. A little bit pathetic.

How had he wrought so much destruction?

“He was never going to tell me, was he?” the werewolf woman asked, and she glared bitterly down at the body. “Not me, or Selene, or anyone. He knew it would fuck with us more than any answer he could give us. Even if he just told us it was for fun.”

“Fuck him,” my sister said flatly, and she sneered at the man’s corpse. “He’s a piece of shit who was killing your people, and now he’s dead.”

“Agreed,” Kylah said as she finally lowered her arms, and the blindingly bright little sun popped out of existence. She staggered a little and was clearly unsteady, so I rushed to her side and got her to lean against me. “Be glad it’s over.”

“You stopped him,” I agreed, and I looked at Artemis as I slung one of Kylah’s arms around my shoulders. “You saved anyone else from dying like Jaci and the others did.”

“I shouldn’t have,” the amber-eyed woman muttered. “It wasn’t my place. He should have been taken before Selene.”

“So he could say the same fucked-up shit to her like he was saying to you?” Carmen asked. “You stopped the threat. From the sounds of it, you stopped what could’ve been a much larger threat. This fucker was related to Phoenix, and we now know for sure that Oregon is related to Phoenix, too.”

“We’re stumbling around something a lot bigger.” I nodded.

“Bigger, maybe, than what the Order even suspects,” Asami said. “Kegan, that’s the last rune.”

At her words, I looked over at the still-glowing circle around Galen’s grave. Only one of the runes in the smaller, inner circle was shining now, and the others had all faded but had left behind scorch marks in the dirt. I suspected it would take only the lightest breeze to blow the ashes away, and that would be the last evidence of the man’s terrible magic.

We all watched as Kegan raised his little knife again. It really did look like a prop from some ritual sacrifice scene in a cheesy horror movie, especially when he touched it to the last rune in the spell circle and moved it like he was trying to jimmy a lock. A few moments later, the rune extinguished and turned to a black ash mark like the others.

“Good riddance,” Asami muttered as she and Kegan got to their feet. The researcher began to brush dirt off the front of her white button-down when the soil in front of the grave started glowing again, but this time it was white.

“What’s going on?” Carmen asked, and she took a wary step back.

I didn’t, but I almost fell over in shock when a figure rose out of the grave. First a head, then a torso, then legs, until a man was standing over the remnants of the spell circles, pale and translucent.

“Galen,” Asami murmured, as if there was any doubt as to who this guy was.

“Asami?” Galen replied. His voice was faraway and misty. “I thought I recognized your magic. Thank you, child.”

“Well, I had help,” Asami said, and she gestured to the rest of us. It was only then that Galen seemed to notice we were there.

“All six of you?” he asked, and he peered at each of our faces in turn. “Thank you. You cannot imagine the pain, the horror of knowing you are hurting and killing innocents, and being unable to stop yourself.”

“You don’t have to thank us, you were a victim in all of this, too,” I told the ghost man, and he looked me up and down.

“I recognize your aura as well,” he said. “You’re the one who helped fend off my attacks. If not for you, I suspect I would still be enslaved to that cretin.”

“I helped,” I clarified, because it was dumb to think I deserved all the credit. “Kegan and Asami broke the spell. I just… ran interference.”

“Still, I owe you all an enormous debt,” Galen said, and then he sighed in a shivery sort of way. “But the dead are not known for their ability to repay.”

“Honestly, you don’t owe us anything,” Artemis spoke up. “You meant no harm to my people. Leo’s right, you’re a victim, too. All we want is for you to return peacefully to wherever you belong.”

“Ah, these children,” Galen said like he was quoting something. I wasn’t sure if he hadn’t heard Artemis, or if part of being a ghost was that you had to be a little vague and ineffable. “Their laughter will be the most perfect revenge.”

His form then shimmered and grew more and more faded until he was almost entirely gone, and I could clearly read the inscription on his gravestone through his legs. Galen tipped his head back slightly and closed his eyes. Then he burst into a thousand tiny points of light and floated upward, to wherever it was he belonged, wherever it was where he was at peace.

“He was a good man,” Asami sighed as she stared up at the sky. “He didn’t deserve any of this.”

“No, he didn’t,” Carmen agreed. “So let’s dig up his body and burn it so no one can disturb him ever again.”

I retrieved the two shovels we kept in the trunk, and Artemis and I got to digging. Her incredible strength became useful again, because within a few minutes, we’d uncovered the top of a coffin. Kylah and Asami worked to cast a large glamour around us, to hide us from any passers-by, because there was no ‘good’ explanation as to why six people were digging up a grave in broad daylight.

Finally, we set the wooden coffin alight and watched it burn.

“Are cremations common in the magical world?” I asked Kegan, and I couldn’t help but be reminded of the last time we’d all stood around a burning body.

“Not really,” the blond man replied. “Depends on the individual. Bodies are usually only burned in… well. Cases like this.”

“‘Take me up in smoke and flame, and free me from this mortal plane, for o’er this world should I set mine eyes and sleep among the stars,’” Artemis murmured.

“That’s pretty,” I said to her. “What’s that from?”

“Freedom’s Cage, Bedelia Lunae,” the amber-eyed woman answered. “She was a lycanthrope philosopher and poet who argued the only way to truly move on to the afterlife was to wait until all your mortal anchors are destroyed, including your body, and your loved ones. According to her, we’re all tied to this world so long as someone we love is in it.”

I reached out my left hand to her, and without saying a word, she took it. As I turned to look at Kylah on my other side, I offered her my right, and she squeezed my fingers in silent affection as she reached out her right hand to Kegan, and Artemis reached out her left hand to Asami. Each of them took Carmen’s hands, and the six of us stood in a circle around Galen Czerny’s burning grave, and over the flames I met my sister’s eyes.

We were all tied to this world by each other, if the philosophies of someone like Bedelia Lunae were to be believed. We were part of this world, and it was part of us. We were part of each other, and I could feel only an overwhelming sense of relief, because now more than ever I knew that we were on the edge of something big. We’d defeated Scratch, and the chimera, and this man who’d called himself ‘Legion,’ but the real battle had yet to begin.

Once the fire had gone out, we reburied the ashes, and Asami said a small blessing over Galen’s new grave. For good measure, Kegan cut a shallow slash across his palm, and I watched in fascination as little blue flowers sprung up from where his blood made contact with the soil.

“Speedwell,” the blond man said when he saw me looking. “When fae blood makes contact with clean earth, plants grow.”

“Supposedly, the flower each faerie bleeds is a comment on their personality,” Kylah added with a smile toward her brother.

“Do you bleed the same?” I asked her, but she shook her head.

“Sweetbriar,” she answered. “And supposedly our mother bled marigolds.”

“I thought he might like some flowers,” Kegan said. “I don’t know much gardening magic. It’s more fae than human, and we didn’t have anyone to teach us.”

“They look beautiful,” my sister told him, and she leaned up to kiss his cheek.

The six of us piled into the car again, and this time Kegan sat shotgun to avoid crushing the rest of us whenever Carmen took a sharp corner. Asami perched on my lap in the middle of the back seat, since she was the shortest, but I could feel the nervous energy roiling off Artemis as we got ever closer to the werewolf community hall.

Even though we’d rolled up the man’s body in a tarp when we’d lifted it into the trunk, it was obvious what we were carrying-- at least to the werewolves. They could probably smell the foreboding magic or even just the body itself as we carried it through the hallways and toward Selene’s office.

“Come in,” her voice called when we knocked, and the only indication of surprise we got was the slight raise of her eyebrows as we walked in, but they almost immediately lowered again into an expression of concern.

“Do I want to know what you’re carrying in there?” she asked and nodded to the ‘tarp’ slung over Kegan’s and my shoulders. “Or rather, who?”

“He called himself Legion,” I told the werewolf woman, and the blond man and I heaved the tarpaulin down and unrolled it so she could see the face of the man who’d been murdering her people. “He raised and bound Galen Czerny’s spirit and forced Galen to possess and kill Jaci, Kenyon, Ayla, and Lowell.”

“And you killed him,” Selene remarked. “I can’t say I’m disappointed with the outcome, though I would have liked to question him myself. Then again, I don’t imagine he was the type to be forthcoming with details.”

“He really wasn’t,” Carmen deadpanned.

“I don’t doubt it,” the redheaded woman muttered. “What did you say he called himself, again?”

“‘My name is Legion, for we are many,’” Asami quoted. “The Gospel of Mark.”

“He considered himself a demon?” Selene asked with a concerned frown.

“I think it’s more… he had many allies, more than we could hope to defeat,” I said. “He didn’t tell us why he was targeting werewolves specifically, but I’m sure it was to deepen cultural divides within the magical world.”

“Divide and conquer,” Artemis added ominously.

“Exactly,” I said with a sober nod. “Head Ylva, I think it’s imperative that the magical world makes an effort to be more connected. Werewolves, vampires, half-fae, and the other families of the magical world need to remember they have more commonalities than differences. This man and his associates are preying on isolationism.”

“I can’t help but agree with you, Leo Rivera,” Selene said. “And certainly, you have earned my ear, after the service you and yours have done for this community. I only wish we could offer you something more substantial than our gratitude.”

“It’s not necessary, really,” I told her. “We wanted to help, and we had the means to help. If you’re so insistent on paying us back, do it through action. Make a concerted effort to connect the magical world, so we’re all more able to defend against fearmongers like this guy.”

“That is more than agreeable,” Selene said with a smile, and she finally stood from her desk and stretched out a hand. Her smile was determined and genuinely friendly, so I took her hand and shook it firmly.

She, of course, had a very strong grip.

“Best of luck to you, Head Ylva,” I said graciously. “If you ever need our assistance again, we’d be happy to oblige.”

“Likewise, and know that you will always have allies among the lycanthropes of this city,” the werewolf woman told me. “After all you’ve done, you can count yourselves as part of this pack.”

I had to admit, now that I knew something dangerous was coming, it was a relief to know we would have allies. Especially super-strong, super-fast, near-bulletproof allies.

And I hadn’t even seen any of them in their wolf forms yet.

“Thank you, ma’am,” I said as I gave a small bow and dropped her hand, and then the six of us filed out.

Artemis lingered in the doorway, like she found herself caught there, and I watched as she locked eyes with Selene. The redheaded woman just nodded sagely, and Artemis nodded back before she followed the rest of us down the corridor.

I figured whatever that had been about was something best discussed later, because it seemed a little private, and this hallway was anything but.

“What do you think Selene is going to do with the body?” Carmen asked out of the blue.

“Oh, she’ll probably eat it,” Artemis answered with a nonchalant shrug, and when my sister stared at her, the werewolf woman smirked in such a way that Carmen and I had absolutely no clue if she was joking or not.

But at least she was in a good enough mood to be fucking around with us a little.

We drove back to the apartment, and I remembered the busted front door a second too late. My hand was already on the knob when the entire door fell out of the frame and onto the floor with a loud ‘smack,’ and I let out a groan.

“Oh, dear, what happened there?” a voice asked, and the six of us immediately tensed, ready for a fight, until I realized where the voice had come from and saw none other than Renée Beckett sitting in Carmen’s chair.

“Renée,” Kegan and Kylah said together, before Kylah continued. “What are you doing here?”

“I sensed some peculiar magic, and I reckoned the five of you-- oh, sorry, the six of you-- might have something to do with it,” the Councilwoman answered, and she uncrossed her legs, stood up from Carmen’s chair to walk over to us, and looked at Artemis. “And who are you, dear?”

“Artemis Desir,” the werewolf woman answered.

“And you’ve joined Kylah, Kegan, and Asami in their… noble mission?” Renée asked lightly.

“They want to do good, protect the magical world where… where others fail to do so, and I want the same,” the amber-eyed woman said in a very careful tone, and Renée nodded smartly.

“Admirable,” she remarked, and then she looked at Carmen and me. “And the pair of you? Are you well?”

“Door aside, we’re doing pretty good.” I nodded. “What are you doing here? Is something wrong at the Sanctuary?”

“Something is always wrong at the Sanctuary,” Renée said with a small sigh. “But such is the nature of those things. Nothing you need to worry about, I can promise you that. I actually came here with two-- well, technically three-- orders of business.”

“Which are?” I asked.

“Firstly, to congratulate the lot of you on the work you have been doing,” she said. “Of course, it would be worth noting that I will categorically deny having ever said anything of the sort. Officially, three of you voluntarily left the Order, and three of you were never members to begin with. I cannot be seen approving of such… unorthodox approaches. No matter how effective they are, or how much I might want to.”

Her dark eyes softened as she looked over at Asami and the Campbells, and then she cleared her throat and continued.

“All of you, for different reasons, have been dealt… difficult hands in life. But the six of you-- yes, Miss Desir, the six of you-- have all overcome those difficulties admirably. You are doing good, and I would like to see many more people follow in your footsteps.”

“Off the record, though,” I said with a small smile.

“Off the record,” Renée confirmed, and she matched my smile with one of her own.

Despite our differences, I had to admire her. I did admire her. I got the sense she was trapped by her position in the Order. A Councilwoman leaving would be so much more complicated and so much more noteworthy than two half-fae Eyes and a researcher who’d never been on a proper mission.

“What are the other two… orders of business, then?” Carmen asked. She had her hands looped around Kegan’s left arm, and her head rested against his shoulder.

“The other two…” If Renée had any thoughts about this fond posture of my sister, or what it obviously meant about Kegan and Carmen’s relationship, she kept them to herself. “Well, the second one is rather more personal, I’m afraid.”

I felt Kylah’s unease rather than saw it, and I reached out automatically to take one of her hands as Asami did the same, so the three of us stood in a line with Kylah in the middle, supported.

Somehow, I reckoned I already knew what was coming.

“Your… mother,” Renée said delicately. “She has reached out to me and asked the two of you, Kylah and Kegan… she would like you to read her last letter and speak to her. I promised I would relay that message to the two of you, but I made no promises about you contacting her. That is entirely your decision, and I will not sway either of you to either side.”

“Thank you,” Kegan said. His voice had a stiff quality to it, the same way it did when he was in a room with people he didn’t know very well. People he didn’t trust or like yet.

“What’s the third thing?” I then asked, because I knew we were all eager to get off the thorny subject of Cassia and her crappy parenting.

“The third thing…” Renée smiled a little at that, somewhere between relieved and a little coy. “That is something a little more cheerful. I understand you all took up a job with the local werewolf community? To solve those murders?”

“We did,” I said, but I was unwilling to give any details, though I did wonder how the Councilwoman had found out about it.

“And you managed to solve the problem. Quite quickly, too, I might add. Truly impressive investigative work. And well-contained.”

“How do you know all that?” my sister asked, because she’d always been the louder, more direct sibling.

“We all have our talents,” Renée answered vaguely, and she gave another smile. There was a parental, conspiratorial twinkle in the Councilwoman’s dark eyes, and I was reminded of an elderly relative who joked around with their young grandchild or something. “I also heard you did not take any kind of payment.”

“The werewolves don’t have the same financial resources as the Order,” Kylah said. “It wasn’t about the money. It was about helping people.”

“Very true,” Renée agreed. “And because this crisis was not formally brought before me or another Councilmember, and was never officially logged as a job, it would be impossible for the Order to compensate you, either.”

“We know,” I said. “We weren’t expecting you to. Like Kylah said. We wanted to help people.”

“I could not compensate you,” Renée continued, like I hadn’t even spoken. “In money. However, the Order has many safe houses and apartments. Caches of information, weaponry, things like that. A lot of them, actually. If one of them were to… fall off the books, I don’t think I would even notice. Not without a thorough examination of our fiscal records. And who has time for such things when there are dangers to defeat?”

My eyes widened as I slowly realized what Renée was suggesting, what she was offering us.

“A… home?” Kylah asked, and her green eyes were enormous, even bigger than mine. “You’d give us one of the safe houses?”

“It would be completely stripped of all its resources, of course,” Renée told us. “No books, no weapons. Furniture only. Order resources are for Eyes only. And I couldn’t be seen to be arming civilians-- which, technically, is what you all are.”

“You’re not serious,” Kegan said flatly, and the Councilwoman leveled her gaze at him.

“Deadly so,” she said. “My… position makes it difficult for me to be involved in your lives. But I have known you and Kylah and Asami since you were children, and I feel responsible for all of you. So, if I can offer you some protection, some security, then I will.”

“What’s the catch?” Carmen asked, but I could see the hope in her eyes, too.

We hadn’t had a real home since our parents had died. Since then it had been foster homes and crappy rented apartments and cramped military barracks.

“Only that it will be stripped of Order resources,” Renée answered. “The property will be in your names, it will be yours to own, and the front door will actually lock.”

She gave me a wry smile at that, and I had to laugh a little. Mostly because I was so giddy. She was actually giving us a real home. A place where I could have my own room, maybe even my own bathroom. A place I could decorate however I wanted to and not have to worry about some landlord hiking up our rent or kicking us out.

A place that was ours.

Renée pulled a slip of paper out of her overcoat and handed it to Kylah. When she unfolded it, I saw there was a key wrapped inside the paper, and the paper itself had an address written on it.

“As I said before, my position prevents me from being too closely involved in your lives,” Renée said to the blonde half-fae. “But I want you to know I am extremely proud of you, Kegan, and Asami. You have chosen good allies for yourselves, I think. You will do extraordinarily well. All six of you. Regardless of what you choose going forward.”

“Thank you,” I said to her.

Renée just smiled, and then she walked out and stepped right on the front door as she left.

There were a few seconds of stunned silence as we all tried to process what she’d just given us.

“I think Selene and Renée would get along extremely well,” I finally remarked.

“If Renée wasn’t a Councilwoman in the Order, there’s no doubt,” Kylah agreed before she tipped her head toward me, and I kissed her hair. One of my arms slung around Asami’s shoulders, and I ducked to kiss her, too. “But that’s the sort of thing that can be kind of hard to overlook in a friendship.”

I nodded. Some things were just too big to ‘agree to disagree’ on.

“Let me see that,” Kegan then said, and he peered over his sister’s shoulder to look at the paper, with Carmen beside him.

“Holy shit,” my sister said. “That… just happened. She just gave us a home. Pip! A real home!”

“I know,” I said with a shaky grin, and Kylah handed me the paper. “A place of our own, Monkey. Dibs on the big bedroom.”

“What?” Carmen’s jaw dropped. “No fair! You have to be within eyesight to call dibs!”

“No, you don’t, that’s a sore losers’ rule,” I scoffed, and I ruffled her hair in the way I knew she hated before I continued in Spanish. “Besides, we need the bigger bedroom. More people, remember?”

“Gross,” my sister replied, also in Spanish, but she smiled at me a few moments later.

I smiled back, because I couldn’t stop. Everything was finally starting to come together. Even though I knew we had a big fight on the horizon, that something dangerous was coming, I had my friends and my family, and we had our home. I had people to fight with and people to fight for.

And I was gonna fight like hell to keep it.

End of Book 3
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