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    The light of day was turning burnished gold in the way it always does as it heads for the horizon of night. The shadows of the trees around us stretched longer and longer, creeping like shadowy fingers out of a grave. The thought made me shiver, even though the day was warm, and I had been sweating for hours. 
 
    My shiver made two of my companions, two annoying variations of the bee-saturated pattern of my lifetime, lift out of my hair and buzz around my head. They’d been dozing in the heat, but now that they had wakened, I knew they’d be buzzing around for hours. Most bees I knew were like tiny tyrannical toddlers hopped up on honey and attitude. They had two stages, asleep or manic. 
 
    “We’re getting close,” I told my third companion. He was currently in his massive, yet somehow adorably cute, form at the moment. He usually wore his other skin—that of a slightly geeky, yet strong, in personality as well as physically—man. Though, come to think of it, I was pretty sure I’d seen Kit in bear form much more than we’d interacted with him as his human self. I knew that staying in his bear shape wasn’t common for Kit. It was just another testament of just how strange our mutual past few weeks had been. 
 
    Kit chuffed in response. A few times, he’d been able to speak to me as a human while in his bear form, but that ability seemed to come and go at random. Not that Kit was a terribly loquacious person even when he was in human form. He was more of a thinker. Possibly a brooder. 
 
    I suspected he would brood. I didn’t really know. We had known each other for such a short period of time. We’d spent most of that running away or fighting or trying to assist the dead. Somehow, in the middle of all that chaos, Kit had become my Guardian, which was confusing to me on so many levels I didn’t know which one to address first. 
 
    I didn’t know Kit when it came down to it. And it sounded like we were going to be essentially attached at the hip until one of us died. Probably me. That wasn’t being dramatic. It was solidly the reality of my life. That and being surrounded by bees pretty much all of the time. 
 
    I’d been feeling off for hours. Well, days really, but the last few hours had been worse. I didn’t know if it was traveling in the heat, or for some other reason, but my head was aching right behind my eyes. My vision swam dangerously every time I moved my head. 
 
    It wasn’t just physical discomfort, though. I had that horrible feeling that another shoe was going to drop, but that this one would be a giant’s boot. We were heading towards my home, which we’d been told would be the safest place for us. I missed my little house with a yearning that was almost painful. It was my haven, my paradise. 
 
    This was the last place that I wanted to feel fear. 
 
    Kit turned his head and stared at me again. I could feel him wondering why I was so jittery. He would pick up on that sort of thing. He seemed particularly sensitive to my moods. 
 
    As my personal Guardian, that was fitting. I was still unsure exactly what his role was supposed to be. With him, I was able to access the spirit world and communicate with the spirits there. Then there was the physical side of things. 
 
    Physical things were always complicated for me. 
 
    The bees buzzing around my head abruptly flew up in the air. Their humming rose in pitch until it sounded more like a whine. 
 
    I was afraid for an instant. 
 
    No, they were afraid. 
 
    “I don’t think we’re going to be as safe as we hoped,” I said out loud. How I managed to speak when my mouth was so dry was a minor miracle. 
 
    My heart thudded uneasily. 
 
    I couldn’t tear my eyes off of those tiny, glinting shapes in the sky. 
 
    Kit lifted his bear head and snuffed at the air. He drew in one deep breath, then another. He grumbled. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, knowing that it was a useless question. He couldn’t tell me without shifting back. 
 
    He huffed—a sound between a cough and a bark. It was a sound I’d grown used to hearing. It meant I needed to hold on tight. 
 
    I grabbed at his long, rough fur with both of my hands. I braced my legs as hard as I could around his sides. 
 
    Riding a bear was not like riding a horse. 
 
    Riding this bear was probably unlike riding any other kind of bear. 
 
    Kit was a Great Bear. He was a prehistoric, lost-to-time breed of bear. He was enormous. Elephant-sized. He had a broader head than the bears I’d seen in pictures, and a flatter nose. As a shifter, he was even larger than those prehistory short-faced bears would have been. 
 
    He was enormous. 
 
    He looked like he could lift off into space and become the Great Bear constellation. 
 
    Fortunately, his lumbering gait was relatively smooth for me to ride. If it hadn’t been, I would have slid off of him several times. At his size, that would have been a damaging fall. 
 
    When Kit got up to full speed, he could really move. I didn’t know just how fast it was. But I suspected he would put racehorses to shame. I was perpetually shocked that the world didn’t shake beneath his feet. Paws. He should cause earthquakes with his mass and speed. 
 
    I only had human senses, other than the abilities that made me a Bee Witch. As we approached closer to where I thought my house might be, my nose twitched. There was a heavy, sweet, and pungent perfume in the air. It smelled like millions of wildflowers, concentrated all together. 
 
    It wasn’t an unpleasant odor. 
 
    But it was so strong. 
 
    We burst through the trees that marked the line into my backyard. Kit rolled to a stop. He threw his head in the air, his nostrils flaring. I couldn’t tell if it was from the effort of running or because of that scent. 
 
    A low moan left my lips as I took in the scene before us. 
 
    My meadow, my garden, my flowers… they were the site of terrible destruction. 
 
    The earth all around us was painted thick with spilled honey. Every hive had been tipped over. Every frame had been cracked and crushed. 
 
    Every bee had been killed. 
 
    My breath hissed in my throat. I wanted to scream or sob, but I couldn’t draw enough breath to make any sound at all. I threw myself down off of Kit’s side. Only his assisting paw kept me from sprawling on my face. I fell anyway. I dropped to my knees and gathered up the dry, dead forms of my poor bees. 
 
    “Who would do this?” I whimpered, desperately crawling across the ground, trying to find even one survivor. What could have wiped them all out this way? They lay thick on the ground. Some places the bodies would have been ankle deep. 
 
    “Bee-eaters,” Kit said in disgust. 
 
    I started at the sound of his voice. Not just because he was human again, and digging into his pack for his clothes, but because I’d forgotten entirely that he existed. 
 
    “Bee-eaters?” I echoed dumbly. “They… actually kill bees?” 
 
    An expression of distaste crossed Kit’s face. He wrinkled up his nose as if he could smell something foul. 
 
    All I could smell was honey. 
 
    “Bears,” he spat out. “I can smell bears. From what Cailleach and Marc told me, that means bee-eaters.” 
 
    My heart could sink no lower, so his words had very little impact on me. I couldn’t help scooping up my poor little friends, wishing I could breathe life back into them. 
 
    “Kinley,” Kit said. “Are you listening to me?” 
 
    I shook my head. I kept shaking it. Maybe if I shook it enough, everything I could see, everything I’d lost, would just all disappear. 
 
    I could feel the moment Kit reached out to grab me, to make me stop. I could feel the moment that he stopped himself. We were both far too aware of what would happen if he touched me. 
 
    I did not need any of his memories right now. My own were painful enough. I didn’t think I could stand it if he touched me. 
 
    Instead, he knelt down next to me. He knelt carefully, so as not to crush any of my friends. He shook his head, staring down at the terrible waste. 
 
    “What can I do?” he said softly. “How can I make this easier for you?” 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    My two little bee friends—possibly my only bee friends alive anymore—flew up to us. It was telling that they chose to land on Kit’s hair rather than mine. My emotions were too tumultuous, even for them. 
 
    “I’ve failed,” I managed to say. 
 
    Kit shook his head. His hand reached towards me again, but he pulled it back in time. “You haven’t failed. This is… just a setback?” He winced, knowing immediately that those were the wrong words to say. 
 
    “A setback?” I whispered. I threw my arms out, encompassing the entirety of the carnage surrounding us. My poor bees formed galaxies of woe around us. There were so many of them. So many sparks. So many needed lives… snuffed out. Millions of them. 
 
    “They’re not just bees,” I told Kit. “These hives here are special. These bees were special bees. They belong to a line of bees that have belonged with Bee Witches for… well, forever. They’re all potential spirit bees.” 
 
    Kit’s eyebrows drew together. “So, not just any bee will do?” 
 
    I shook my head wearily. “No. At least… I don’t think so. All of my bees have always been from here.” Except two. Maybe. 
 
    Kit appeared to have the same thought that I did. “These two didn’t come from here, did they? They just… appeared.” 
 
    I frowned. “I don’t know,” I admitted. 
 
    Oblivious to our conversation, the pair had lifted off of Kit’s hair and were buzzing around the fallen hives. I knew I needed to dig through the wreckage, just in case there were survivors somewhere. My heart felt so tired, so heavy. 
 
    I’d been exhausted for so long. I’d been looking forward to the respite of this place. 
 
    And now that, too, was lost. 
 
    I hadn’t even looked at my house. I turned my head now. The back doors appeared intact. So did the windows. From the outside, everything looked normal. 
 
    Their real purpose had been back here. Their target had been the bees. Not me. 
 
    I licked my lips. With the scent of honey so strong in the air, my mouth tasted cloyingly sweet. 
 
    “I don’t think they know this is my house,” I managed to say. 
 
    Kit turned his head from watching the bees to face me again. His clear eyes—hazel, the exact shade of honey in the sun—stared openly into mine. His expression was intent and serious. 
 
    He would listen when I spoke. I still wasn’t used to that. 
 
    “They came for the bees,” I explained. “They weren’t looking for me. They don’t know a bee-witch lives here.” I caught myself babbling and dropped my head into my hands. I was so muddled and tired. It was hard to make myself understood. 
 
    “They’ve already killed the bees,” Kit said. I looked up to see his eyes lighting up. “This might very well be the safest place for you to hide. They didn’t recognize this place as your refuge. They were after the bees. Do bees like this live elsewhere?” 
 
    I made an uncertain gesture. 
 
    “We’ll find out,” Kit said confidently. 
 
    My two little bee friends bumbled up to us, then away again, humming with agitation. 
 
    “They found something,” I said. I dragged myself up onto my feet. Despite my every effort, bees crunched under my feet as I crossed the yard to the fallen hive. The bees were buzzing frantically around. 
 
    My hands shook as I reached for the broken frames. More bee bodies lay here, mixed in with the spilled honey. My hands grew sticky and coated with wax far too quickly. 
 
    “Here,” Kit said. He reached past me and gently lifted the pieces of wood that had the bees in near-hysterics. 
 
    I gasped. 
 
    It may have been my imagination, or my unreliable brain, but the clouds parted in that instant. A stream of light lit up all that golden honey like a scene from heaven. 
 
    “The hive was ready to split,” I stammered. “I remember thinking it was going to happen.” 
 
    “What?” Kit demanded. “I don’t understand!” 
 
    “It’s a baby queen,” I whispered. “We don’t need to find another colony of spirit bees. She’ll call them to her!” 
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    I’d never studied about bees. What little I knew had been garnered from Marc’s little lessons in beekeeping Cailleach’s bees. 
 
    I watched as Kinley brought the new bee into the house and mixed some honey and water together for it to drink. The bee didn’t look that different from other bees. Bigger, maybe, and thinner through the thorax. I wasn’t sure I would have recognized her as a queen. 
 
    The queen now, I thought, glancing back through the windows at the destroyed bee paradise. I tried to imagine what it would have been like, alive and literally buzzing with bees. Kinley would have sat right there, I thought, and the bees would have surrounded her, singing to her, talking to her. 
 
    The way she was talking to the little queen spirit bee now. 
 
    The little queen drank at the honey water. She didn’t seem to mind the company of the other two bees at all. They flanked her on either side. It was probably just my imagination, but it seemed that they were encouraging her. 
 
    I smiled faintly and turned towards the rest of the room. 
 
    I didn’t know what I expected. Crystal balls and tarot cards, perhaps? Art depicting the glorious carapaces of bees? 
 
    It was a warm, cozy little cottage. There were bookshelves everywhere. I was restless and curious to explore through whatever book treasures might be hidden in that archive. Other than shelves, there were a few overstuffed chairs and a sofa. Most of these had crochet blankets thrown over their backs and arms, or folded up neatly to one side. There was a braided rug on the floor. It looked handmade. 
 
    Everything in the space felt homemade. 
 
    The living room space fed into a small table, just big enough to hold space for three chairs, and an efficient kitchen. There wasn’t a lot of counter space, but Kinley lived alone. 
 
    I had never lived alone. I found I could not imagine what it might be like. 
 
    From where I stood, I could see a door in the kitchen leading to a hallway. From the other side of that wall, which sectioned off the rooms but didn’t enclose them, I could see a staircase that must lead to the upper story of the cottage. 
 
    It was small. Her things leaned towards the shabby and old. Not in the antique way, but in the way of things that had been used by the same family for generations and would be too expensive to replace. Things that were broken in this house were repaired out of necessity. 
 
    Kinley was used to making do with what she had. 
 
    The wood floors were original. The paintings on the walls, the rug on the floor, the crochet blankets… those were all handmade, unless I was guessing wrong. 
 
    The rooms were also strangely familiar. I recognized them from the glimpses I’d seen of Kinley’s life from the visions of the past that we had shared. 
 
    I knew, without checking, that there was a small room through that kitchen door and behind the stairs. It was the room where Kinley’s mother had died, screaming in the violent grip of her madness. 
 
    I had seen that, too. I had experienced it the way Kinley remembered it. Raw, heartbreaking, and terrifying. 
 
    The house, I realized, felt more like a memorial to the ghosts of Kinley’s family than a home. 
 
    Fitting, in so many ways. 
 
    Kinley’s existence seemed to focus more on the dead than on living a life herself. 
 
    One of Kinley’s bee friends buzzed up to me with an enquiring sort of bzzzzt. 
 
    “I don’t speak bee,” I told it. 
 
    Maybe I was spending too much time around bees, for it let out a sound I thought might be exasperation. It flew closer to me. I tried not to flinch as it landed on my cheek. 
 
    I hadn’t had much of a chance to study my face the past few days. From Kinley’s reaction, and after a brief glance at my reflection, I knew that the damage inflicted by the peregrine falcon shifter was gruesome. 
 
    Not as bad as what had happened to Kinley. Her neck had been broken. Only Cailleach’s strength and ability had kept Kinley from dying. 
 
    As a shifter, I knew that the scars across my face, and dangerously close to my eye, would likely fade over time. They had been severe enough that I might end up with a faint scar. 
 
    The missing chunk of my ear, however, might be gone for good. 
 
    Still, I’d been lucky. 
 
    The little bee walked along my cheek, right where I’d been injured. It took all of my willpower not to try to shoo it away. Having an insect crawling on my face was disconcerting. 
 
    “Got it,” Kinley said from the kitchen. 
 
    I blinked at her, but she wasn’t talking to me. 
 
    She turned away from the baby spirit bee queen and pulled open a cabinet. After a few moments, she reappeared with a bottle and a rag. 
 
    She twisted open the bottle. The sweet tang of fermented honey filled my nostrils. 
 
    Mead, I thought curiously. I’d never tasted it. My bear preferred honey straight from the comb. 
 
    I felt my chest tighten as I realized why. Bears were the natural enemy of bees and bee-witches. My father, Marc, and my long-gone mother had decided to have me specifically so that Kinley would have a bear for a Guardian, instead of an enemy. 
 
    It was still difficult to wrap my brain around. 
 
    Kinley didn’t pour the mead into glasses. Instead, she covered the opening of the bottle with the rag in her other hand and turned the bottle over enough to saturate the rag. She twisted the top of the bottle back on and stuck it back into the cabinet. 
 
    She came towards me with the rag. 
 
    The bee on my cheek let out a delighted hum, and climbed the edge of my damaged ear to perch in my hair. 
 
    It was better than having a bee crawl around on my face, but I didn’t like that I couldn’t see where it was now. 
 
    “Here,” Kinley said, handing me the rag doused in mead. 
 
    I took it doubtfully. 
 
    “It’s for your face,” she said. “It’s a mixture of mead and raw honey. My mom…” She hesitated only an instant. I knew Kinley didn’t like to talk about her mother. “We used to put it on all our cuts, growing up. It helps with scarring.” 
 
    I eyed the cloth skeptically, then shrugged. I cautiously pressed it against my cheekbone. I expected it to sting, but it wasn’t as bad as I’d anticipated. I’d read about honey being used as an antiseptic, so I supposed this home remedy might actually be beneficial. 
 
    The smell, though, was strong enough to overwhelm my sense of smell completely. I couldn’t even catch Kinley’s scent of sunshine and honey with her standing right next to me. 
 
    “I need to set the gardens and hives right,” Kinley said absently. I figured she was talking to herself, not to me. 
 
    “I can help,” I volunteered. 
 
    She blinked at me. I had to remember that she’d lived alone for a long time. She wasn’t used to having help. 
 
    Just how isolated had she been her whole life? 
 
    I was just beginning to understand. 
 
    With touch being so complicated for her, had she ever had a chance to have anything close to what could be considered a normal life? 
 
    I had been raised among shifters, shifter politics, and commune living, yet I was sure I’d had way more real-life experience than Kinley had ever had the opportunity to learn for herself. 
 
    Which reminded me. We were stranded here without a car. Kinley’s beat-up piece of junk was back at the commune. That was, if Terra hadn’t destroyed it. 
 
    I wouldn’t put it past my sister to be just that vindictive. 
 
    Was there enough food in the house? What did Kinley do for money? I had some resources, but most of my assets were tied up in the pack. Other than a small amount of cash, I had no money to contribute. 
 
    I couldn’t be just another burden on Kinley. She had enough to deal with. 
 
    “I can clean up the broken hives. Maybe some of them can be salvaged,” I suggested. 
 
    Kinley looked doubtful, but she nodded. 
 
    “We can burn the pieces that are too damaged to fix,” she said absently. “I need to check in on the garden. I’ve been away too long.” She frowned slightly. “Whoever destroyed the hives was completely focused on the bees. Hopefully, that means they left the gardens alone.” Her tone didn’t sound hopeful. It sounded bleak. 
 
    Purposeful or not, the damage to the yard, not just the hives, had looked pretty bad to me. 
 
    We would just have to deal with the reality we were given. 
 
    “I wonder if they have their children back, yet,” Kinley said quietly. She was back to talking to herself. Maybe that was something she did a lot. She lived alone in isolation. Other than the bees, she might not have anyone else to talk to. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’m sure they do,” I said. “Ella didn’t strike me as someone who is likely to take her time when she wants something.” 
 
    Kinley snorted. She looked up at me. Her eyes met mine in that direct way only she could get away with. For shifters, that sort of eye contact would have been considered a challenge. My bear didn’t mind when it came to Kinley. 
 
    “It’s weird being back here,” she said. “It’s only been a few days, but it feels like it’s been years. Having you here…” She shook her head. “I can’t remember the last time we had guests.” Her gaze went distant for a moment as she considered. “No, truly. I can’t remember the last time someone was in this house that wasn’t… family.” 
 
    “I could camp outside if that makes you feel more comfortable,” I suggested. 
 
    She stared at me. “Oh, that’s not necessary at all,” she said with a half-laugh. “It’s just peculiar. There’s plenty of space.” She flapped a hand around towards the house. “Though, after seeing where you live, I suppose this place feels tiny to you.” 
 
    It did. I wasn’t going to tell her that, though. 
 
    “Now the ear,” she said, gesturing towards the cloth pressed against my face. 
 
    Gingerly, I followed her instructions. The ear thing made me feel a little squeamish. At some point, I was going to have to look in a mirror and come to terms with the missing piece. 
 
    It had nearly been my eye. I could handle a maimed ear much better than missing half of my field of vision. 
 
    My stomach growled. We had been living off of Cailleach’s cookies for the past couple of days. I was ready for some real food. Somehow, I doubted that Kinley had any such thing in this house. 
 
    Her next words verified this concern. 
 
    “I have ramen or boxed macaroni and cheese,” she said cheerfully. “What do you want for dinner?” 
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    I was not set up for entertaining visitors. 
 
    I was used to my life. It was simple and a little spare, but it was just how I lived. 
 
    It was weird having Kit in my space, dislodging memories and dust bunnies. Having him in my house made me realize just how much I hadn’t been living. I didn’t really live. I existed. 
 
    There was only me to worry about. Me and the bees. I didn’t need to make a fuss over everything. 
 
    But now the bees were gone, except for my two companion spirit bees and the new baby queen. And Kit was here, in my house. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to manage this situation. 
 
    Kit’s phone was smashed. He had decided using his phone was too risky—that his sister might be able to track where we were through it—anyway, so it didn’t seem to matter to him. He borrowed mine, which was practically archaic, and made a few phone calls. 
 
    From what I overheard, he was trying to check his personal bank account to see if his sister had drained it. 
 
    I had a feeling the idea of ramen for dinner had finally pushed him to the point of questioning my sanity. 
 
    I wasn’t completely without resources. Or, at least, I hadn’t been. I wasn’t sure how I was going to sell honey and beeswax now that the bees were gone. The garden might provide a little support—frame, pressed herbs and flowers always sold well online—but I’d never had much more than the bare minimum when it came to income. 
 
    Not being able to touch people made everything complicated. 
 
    People made everything complicated. 
 
    “I can afford groceries,” I told Kit, once he was off of the phone. 
 
    He quirked up one side of his mouth. I wasn’t sure that he believed me. 
 
    “I don’t want to be a burden,” he said. 
 
    “You?” I scoffed. “You wouldn’t even be here if I didn’t need to be protected. You’ve lost your whole life, your family, your home, everything to be here to keep an eye on me. How does that make you the one that’s the burden?” 
 
    “I don’t see it that way,” he said, after a moment. 
 
    Honestly, I kind of missed the grumpy alpha. He’d capitulated his life for his so-called “destiny” far too quickly for my taste. I knew all too well just how much destiny could mess up lives. 
 
    “Just because someone told you that you were born to be my Guardian doesn’t mean you have to take the job,” I told him. “I’ve been on my own for a long time. I know how to handle things. You have a life. Or at least you did, before I wrecked it.” 
 
    “First off, that’s kind of hypocritical coming from the last bee witch,” he said, ticking the points off on his fingers. “You’re only a bee witch and Oracle because of a fate someone told you about. Secondly, I’m here because I want to be. It’s not out of obligation or because I was told this was what I was meant to do with my life. I’m here because I feel more balanced and centered than I have in a long time. It just feels right. Thirdly, what makes you think I’d be happier at home than I am here?” 
 
    “You had actual food at home,” I grumbled. 
 
    “Well, that’s easily solved,” he said. “As it happens, I have an account that my sister didn’t know about or have access to. It’s money put away from non-pack jobs and stuff I did over the years. As of now, it’s still safe from Terra. I thought I might order food for tonight and go into town tomorrow for groceries.” 
 
    “We don’t have a car,” I reminded him. 
 
    He shrugged. “It’s not far. I can walk. I’ll figure out the car thing. We should have time. Cailleach said you’d be safe here.” 
 
    “You have some strange friends,” I commented, checking on the baby spirit bee queen to see how she was doing. I needed to make a proper place for her. For now, she was nestled down with the two other spirit bees. I thought they might be asleep. 
 
    Kit raised his eyebrows with a pointed glance towards the bees. 
 
    “Fair,” I agreed. “I have no business talking about weird friends.” I made sure to check that the bees had access to honey water. “I need to go check on the damage outside. Go ahead and make yourself at home.” 
 
    Kit looked ridiculously huge in my living room. He looked like he was trying to fit into a playhouse. At least he didn’t have to duck his head to avoid the ceiling. 
 
    “I’m going to check out something for delivery,” he answered, already swiping through my phone. “I’ll be out in a few minutes to help with the cleanup.” 
 
    I grumbled. It did me no good to tell Kit that I didn’t need help or that it wasn’t his responsibility to help me clean up. He just didn’t understand ideas like that. I blamed pack living. They were too involved in everything to do with each other to understand things like boundaries or personal problems. 
 
    I was used to having my space. 
 
    Well, other than having a few million bees to trample my boundaries. At least they didn’t take up that much space. 
 
    The condition of the backyard made me want to cry. It wasn’t just the hives and frames crushed and thrown about. My flower beds had been pretty thoroughly trampled. Even the trees looked like they’d taken damage. 
 
    I couldn’t understand the malice behind such a thing. The bees, the flowers, the trees… they weren’t part of this. Most of those bees hadn’t been spirit bees at all. They had just been ordinary bees. Now they were all dead, and it was my fault. I should have been here to protect them. 
 
    The moment I had gone to Kit’s compound instead of returning home, I had doomed us all. 
 
    I didn’t cry. If a few tears rolled down my cheeks, it was out of rage, not sadness. I was angry. I was so sick of being a pawn from a long line of pawns. I was tired of being a powerless victim. 
 
    Any of the frames or wood scraps that might be reusable, I put in the shed. The rest I gathered together in the middle of the yard. Kit had said something about burning them. 
 
    It sounded cathartic. Maybe a fire would help burn up some of the rage tumbling around inside of me. 
 
    Hives could be re-established with enough time. As long as there were bees in the world, they’d be able to find me. The perennials from the garden would be more difficult to replace. Some of them had been there for generations. 
 
    And now they weren’t fit for anything except compost or the fire. 
 
    How could anyone feel they were doing something right and noble while destroying beautiful things? It didn’t make sense to me. How did crushing sunflowers made anyone feel empowered? 
 
    Maybe I didn’t spend enough time around humans to understand how they worked. 
 
    Whoever had caused the damage had been extremely thorough. The pile for the fire grew higher and higher. I had very little salvage that could be stored in the shed until I could rebuild. 
 
    I didn’t find any more living bees. 
 
    The little queen was all that was left. 
 
    There was no honey or wax to salvage. The only frames that had been spared were the ones I’d only given the bees a few days ago to expand their hives. There hadn’t been enough time for the bees to spread into those frames. 
 
    My enemies had wanted to make sure there was nothing left for me to claim. 
 
    The waste of it all. For what? 
 
    I grabbed a chunk of broken frame and hurled it towards the fire pile. It nearly hit Kit in the face. 
 
    He ducked just in time. 
 
    Now that I was aware of his presence, I could tell that he’d been working silently in his own corner of the yard. He’d cleared a good section free from debris. 
 
    “Sorry,” I gasped. “I didn’t see you.” 
 
    He flashed his crooked smile. “You were focused.” 
 
    “I don’t understand humans,” I said, gesturing to the damage around us. “I can’t understand what kind of motives would justify something like this. It’s so needlessly cruel. This place was beautiful only a few days ago. Now it’s ruined. It will never be able to go back to the way it was. Why? What’s the point of working so hard to destroy something so beautiful?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kit said. “Power is a great motivator. What about Ella? What do you think she’d be capable of? Would you say that her motives were bad?” 
 
    Of course, he would pick the shifter woman as an example. Was she morally gray, or just morally complicated? Understanding why she had done everything she’d done explained so much. 
 
    Didn’t it? 
 
    “We know she was capable of murder and kidnapping, at the least.” I nudged a piece of splintered wood with my toe. “I understand her motives, I guess. I just… don’t think I’m capable of doing those things.” 
 
    Kit shrugged. “Maybe it takes the right kind of motivation. We don’t know what we’re capable of until we have to face it. Ella would do anything to preserve and protect her pack. Maybe you just haven’t found anything worth fighting for.” 
 
    Well, that stung. “And you have?” I challenged. 
 
    He just looked at me. 
 
    For way too long. 
 
    “This isn’t about me,” I said quickly, to fill the uncomfortable silence. “I don’t want people to kill or die or do this sort of thing in my name.” I gestured towards the woodpile, waiting to be burned. “I didn’t ask for this. I don’t want it. I don’t want to be a part of a war. All I ever wanted was to be left alone.” 
 
    “I know.” Kit reached out like he might touch me, but pulled away at the last minute. We both knew what would happen if he did that. I wasn’t up for visions and shared memories right now. “Maybe that’s one of the things that makes your worth fighting for.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “Who and what do you think you are protecting, Kit? Me? The Oracle? The bee-witch?” 
 
    His brows drew down. “Aren’t those all the same thing?” 
 
    “No,” I said emphatically. “They are not.” 
 
    I turned away and went back to picking up the pieces of the life I had left behind. 
 
    Not because I had wanted to, but because I’d had no choice. 
 
    Just like I still had no choice. 
 
    I’d never had a choice. I had been born this way. If I resisted, then there were consequences. I did what the bees told me to do. I passed out messages from spirits. 
 
    And now, doing what I was supposed to do, playing by the rules, being who I had been born to be, had landed me in the middle of a fight I wanted nothing to do with. 
 
    “There may be grand ideologies and intentions behind what you do and what side you choose,” I told Kit. “You may believe in the cause. You may know your place in this world.” 
 
    He just looked at me. 
 
    “I don’t get to choose what to believe,” I continued. “I only exist to serve the spirits. I only exist to serve the bees. Do you think any single entity has considered that I might be an actual person? That I might have been more, or less, than I am and actually had a chance to be happy? I’m not on a side. Because I don’t have the luxury of choosing. You’re not protecting me as a person, Kit. You don’t even know me as a person. Don’t pretend that you do. All I am, all I’ve ever been, is a commodity. I am only as valuable as what I can do for the bees. If they didn’t need me, you wouldn’t be here. So, you can stop pretending to be my friend. We are not friends. You are here because you have a noble cause.” 
 
    I paused to draw a deep breath. 
 
    “I am here because I have no choice.” 
 
    I turned back to the pile of broken things. Maybe I should join them in the fire. This was my life. I had no power, no control. I had no voice. I was the voice for others at the expense of my own. 
 
    My life was already in ashes. It was redundant to watch it burn. 
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    When the food came, Kinley barely ate anything. We ate outside, watching the bonfire as it slowly burned out. She had the baby spirit bee on one shoulder while the other two bees buzzed around the yard, exploring what was left. 
 
    Kinley didn’t resent them, I realized. She didn’t blame the bees at all. No, she resented existing. 
 
    That felt worse, somehow. 
 
    Worst yet was not knowing if she was wrong. 
 
    I couldn’t say if I would be here or not, if she wasn’t who she was. Kinley might see Oracle, bee-witch, and her own core self as different people, but I couldn’t. They were all pieces of the same entity. She was herself. She was the Oracle. Those things couldn’t be separated. 
 
    No more than I could be separated from my bear. I was Kit. I was my bear. I was myself. 
 
    I had felt stuck at times in my life. When Grandad had ordered me back from college, I’d felt like I would never be able to escape the pack. I would always have responsibilities that I couldn’t escape from. 
 
    But that was nothing compared to Kinley’s experience. 
 
    Like it or not, Kinley wasn’t just a banner we were carrying into a war to save the worlds. She was the battlefield we were fighting over. Her existence, her life, they were the point of contention. 
 
    Maybe she was right. Maybe that did remove her personhood as a factor in all of this. 
 
    But she was more than just anyone. 
 
    I couldn’t take her place. If offered, I wasn’t sure that I would take it. Maybe there were limits to how self-sacrificing I was willing to be. I’d die fighting for her. I knew that. My bear knew that. But I wouldn’t fight to become her. She might struggle with what she was, but I didn’t know anyone else who could do it. 
 
    I knew what it felt like to be stuck. But I didn’t know what it felt like to have given up. 
 
    When had Kinley given up on living? I wondered. How old had she been when she’d accepted her fate and given up anything else that could be possible in her future? When her mother died? Or had she clung onto hope until she was entirely on her own? Or had she given up before she ever had a chance to form a life or dreams for herself? 
 
    Living as she had—did she know the difference between living and not dying? 
 
    Maybe I was being too hard on her. 
 
    There was a fight in her. I could see it. The way she chucked those broken pieces of her life into the fire. The way she stared fearlessly into my eyes. The way she never backed down and always had something quick and quirky to say. 
 
    I just wish it didn’t feel like the actions of someone on their way to the gallows. 
 
    She wasn’t dead yet. 
 
    I wasn’t sure she realized that. 
 
    Maybe the madness, the early death, every part of her life was inevitable. But what about the space before the madness took over? What about the time she still had left? Why was she just waiting for the hourglass to spill its cursed sand? 
 
    Why did I care so much if she wasted what she had? 
 
    The fire was nearly out. Kinley stared at it, unmoving. 
 
    A wave of irritation swept through me. I tried to tamp it down. It wasn’t my place to judge her. She was doing the best she could. I had no idea what sort of life she’d had. 
 
    “I’m going to unpack and get some rest,” I said, heaving my weight off of the damp ground. Gravity had been kinder on the way down. 
 
    “Upstairs on the left,” she said, her voice remote. “With the green wallpaper.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. 
 
    She nodded absently. 
 
    I’d expected to spend the night on the couch. It was the best place for a lookout. I had to admit, though, I hadn’t looked forward to trying to cram my lanky height into that small sofa for the night. Just about any bed would be more comfortable than that. 
 
    I could always spend the night in the yard in my bear form, I reminded myself. I hadn’t seen any neighbors about that could make a fuss over a giant bear sleeping in the yard. 
 
    I hadn’t lived in a pack this long to not understand appropriate caution, though. Just because I couldn’t see someone didn’t mean there was no one there. Drawing any attention to Kinley wasn’t an option. 
 
    I grabbed my pack from the living room and headed up the stairs. They creaked ominously under my feet. No doubt they weren’t used to holding the weight of someone my size. Not that I was particularly large, especially compared to other shifters. I just wasn’t as tiny as Kinley and her family seemed to have been. 
 
    I knew what it was like to live where a parent died. My mother had died in the lodge where I’d lived until a few days ago. Sure, there had been changes and renovations since her death, but it was still the place where she had died. 
 
    The lodge had never felt like this house did. 
 
    My mother had slipped from this world between one labored breath and another. She hadn’t left it clawing and screaming the way Kinley’s mother had. 
 
    Even in the spaces where our lives overlapped, our experiences were so different. 
 
    The green room was small, but neat. The dresser had a thin layer of dust on it, but the sweet scent of clean laundry met my nose from the bed. Kinley must have prepared the room at some point. 
 
    I hadn’t noticed. 
 
    Just another case of her looking after me while I wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    Some Guardian I was. 
 
    I set my pack on the bed and rummaged through the contents. True to form, I’d brought more books than clothes. I did have enough changes for a few days. I’d have to figure out the laundry situation here. What passed for “clean enough” in the wilderness did not pass muster in a home. 
 
    My fingers slid against a slip of paper. I frowned to myself. I’d been careful to make sure than any of my loose papers were confined. I didn’t want any of my research accidentally damaged or destroyed. If any of my papers had come loose, then I needed to reorganize everything before I could even consider sleeping. 
 
    I pulled the sheet of folded paper out of the pack and looked down at it. 
 
    My name was scrawled across the front of the paper. It wasn’t my handwriting. It also wasn’t my paper. This looked like homemade paper, though a better quality than what the pack made to sell in tourist shops and online. The old-fashioned spidery handwriting suggested that it had been made by Cailleach. 
 
    When had she tucked a note into my bag? She’d supplied us with cookies, but I hadn’t seen the paper until now. 
 
    I knew better than to question too deeply into how Cailleach was able to do what she did. Or why. It was better just to accept it. 
 
    I sat down on the edge of the bed as I read. 
 
    As usual, Cailleach had anticipated my needs. 
 
    I just had to figure out how to get Kinley onboard. 
 
    I tucked the note away as I finished getting ready for sleep. As I settled between the clean sheets, my books called softly to me from the bedside table. The temptation to take my newly acquired knowledge and dive back into the familiar worlds of history and global mythologies was intense. 
 
    For once, though, I was too tired. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a full night’s rest. I needed to sleep if I was going to be any sort of help to Kinley. 
 
    Even the millions of competing thoughts racing through my head couldn’t keep me awake for long. 
 
    Tomorrow would come soon enough. 
 
    I’d need my rest if I was going to go toe-to-toe with the tiny bee-witch. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Kinley said firmly. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    I crossed my arms and looked down at her. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” she snapped. “Don’t loom over me. You’re not going to intimidate me into agreeing with you. It’s just rude to be so… tall.” 
 
    I snorted. “I’ll be sure to have my DNA write their apologies.” 
 
    She glared at me. Honestly, the expression was a little intimidating. This was, I reminded myself, a woman who could allow herself to be covered head to toe by bees and not flinch. I doubted she was intimidated by me in the least. 
 
    “It makes sense,” I said. “The more we practice, the more likely we’ll be able to get to a point where my touch doesn’t trigger you anymore.” 
 
    “We don’t have several decades to get through all of our combined baggage,” she said dryly. “The problem will be solved by then. I won’t have any brains left to get scrambled.” Her eyes narrowed. “Unless this is your evil scheme to drive me crazy faster so you can get out of this ridiculous Guardianship thing.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Does anyone ever admit to having an evil scheme?” 
 
    “What? You’ve never heard of villain monologuing? Where have you been, under a rock? I’m pretty sure it’s a staple in all sorts of fiction.” She stabbed at the scrambled eggs on her plate with more ferocity than needed. 
 
    I didn’t know where she’d gotten the eggs. I wasn’t about to ask. 
 
    “I’m familiar,” I said, trying to match the dryness of my voice to hers. “I’m not sure it actually happens in real life, though.” 
 
    She wagged her fork at me. “It does,” she said. “Think true crime confessions and autobiographies.” 
 
    “Not my usual light reading or viewing,” I said. 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “Too bad. True crime is the best down time. What do you read—or watch?” 
 
    “History,” I said. “Mythology. Books written in dead languages by people who have been dead for centuries.” 
 
    “We know all about dead things around here,” she said, her tone oddly chipper. “What about… historical murders?” She waggled her eyebrows at me. 
 
    I laughed. “Sometimes,” I admitted. “But my reading usually predates police procedure.” 
 
    She shrugged that off. “All the best poisonings predate modern policing.” 
 
    I had to concede she had a point. 
 
    I watched her eat for a second. 
 
    “What?” she demanded, her mouth full of eggs. 
 
    “I just didn’t expect you to be into true crime,” I admitted. 
 
    She shrugged. “I like to read and podcasts get me through the chores I hate the most. I think the bees like true crime the most.” Her face sobered as she remembered that most of those bees were now gone. 
 
    I made a point of inspecting my own eggs. “Do I need to be worried?” I asked. “There’s no suspicious herbs in my food, are there?” 
 
    She snorted. The sound made her clap her hand over her nose. “Rude,” she said, when she had regained her composure. “See if I ever cook for you again.” 
 
    “Considering the dinner options you gave me last night, I’m surprised you know how to cook,” I teased. “I thought I was going to have to make all our meals.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Did you ever consider I might simply like instant ramen?” 
 
    “No.” I eyed the eggs again before taking a big bite. I clutched my throat and pretended to choke. 
 
    “Ha. Ha.” She grabbed for my plate. I held it out of her reach. 
 
    “If you’re going to make fun of my food, you can’t have it,” she said, standing up on her tippy-toes, trying to snatch the plate away from me. 
 
    “So, you didn’t spike it with aconite?” I asked. 
 
    She slid back into her chair and blinked wide, innocent eyes at me. “Wolfsbane? You’re a bear shifter, not a wolf.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure enough aconite works on anyone.” I took another bite of eggs. They were actually well-seasoned and delicious. There were herbs in it, but none of the dangerous kind. 
 
    “Agua Tofana,” she whispered to herself. 
 
    I pointed my fork at her. “I heard that. And I do know who Giulia Tofana is.” 
 
    She blinked those huge, innocent eyes at me. 
 
    They hit me in the chest like a two-by-four to the gut. Or maybe it would be more accurate to compare it to being hit by an eighteen-wheeler. I was done for. 
 
    I’d seen all the warning signs. I’d done my best to squash them down and focus on keeping Kinley alive. 
 
    But I liked her. 
 
    I really liked her. 
 
    She stole the rest of the eggs from my plate and shoveled them into her mouth with an air of triumph. 
 
    Yeah, I was in so much trouble. 
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    “Here you go, Melissa,” I said, putting the saucer of honey water near the makeshift miniature hive I’d made for the three remaining spirit bees. 
 
    “Who’s Melissa?” Kit asked from the kitchen table. He’d taken up most of the space for his research. I had no idea where the pile of books had come from. His pack? Did books count as emergency rations in Kit’s world? 
 
    It sounded about right. It worked with his “hot nerd” kind of vibe. 
 
    Not that I noticed. I was absolutely not noticing. 
 
    “The baby queen bee,” I told him. “I named her Melissa.” 
 
    The corners of his mouth tilted upwards. “You named her ‘honeybee’?” 
 
    “Why am I not surprised that you know that?” I said, shaking my head. “I should have known.” 
 
    “You really should have.” His eyes drifted back to the book in front of him. From the myriad of tabs sticking out from the pages like porcupine quills, I had a suspicion he had read the book before. 
 
    He glanced back up at me. “You know…” 
 
    “No.” I said firmly. 
 
    He huffed out a breath of irritation. “Everything I’ve read, everything Cailleach told us, suggests that the best way to deal with your… issues is to push through them.” 
 
    “Push through the madness. What an awesome suggestion.” I kept my voice flat so he wouldn’t sense the intense rage that his suggestion filled me with. How dare he? He didn’t understand what it was like to be in my position. 
 
    “Well, you need to try something,” Kit said, pushing both his hands through his straight brown-blond hair with frustration. “You can’t just spend the rest of your life wallowing like this.” 
 
    “Wallowing,” I said flatly. 
 
    “That’s what you’re doing,” he said. “I’m just calling you out on it. If you just were willing to practice touch and push through all the memories and everything, then you could be free of it. You’re just not willing to try.” 
 
    “I’m asking you to respect my boundaries,” I said coldly. “I don’t need to give you a reason. I said no. You will respect that.” 
 
    He frowned at me. He dropped his hands onto the table and his hair flopped back down into his eyes. 
 
    “Stop trying to intimidate me,” I snapped. 
 
    “I’m not trying to intimidate you!” His scowl deepened. “I’m trying to figure out how to get through to you! You can’t stay stuck like this forever just because it’s comfortable and familiar.” 
 
    I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Comfortable? Familiar? Do you think any part of this situation is actually comfortable for me? Do you think I want to have visions and go crazy every time someone touches me? You think that my boundaries are here because I want to be this way? Don’t you think that I’ve already tried everything?” 
 
    “Not everything,” he muttered. 
 
    “Why?” I challenged him. “Because they’ve failed? Do you think every obstacle in life has a neat, tidy solution? Because it doesn’t, Kit. My entire family, for generation upon generation, has been cursed to go mad and die young. Do you think we haven’t tried every single possible solution to save ourselves? Do you think my mother died screaming at hallucinations and clawing at the walls because she was wallowing in comfort?” 
 
    Kit closed his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m just trying to help.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you for your help,” I reminded him. “Like everything else in my life, it was decided for me. No one ever asks me what I want.” 
 
    An expression of pain and guilt crossed his face. 
 
    Great. Now I felt guilty. 
 
    “I can’t leave,” he said quietly. 
 
    “And I can’t play games with my sanity,” I responded. 
 
    His hands went to his hair again. It looked like a habit he had whenever he was feeling stressed. 
 
    This time, however, his fingers snagged on the raw, unhealed portion of his ear. He jerked his hand away with a hiss of pain. 
 
    I winced in sympathy. 
 
    He’d gotten hurt because of me. 
 
    Dose two of guilt didn’t go down any better than the first one had. 
 
    I went for the mead bottle. It was the family solution for all aches and injuries. I’d made fun of my aunt when she’d sworn by it, but I’d also seen the effect honey could have on scars. It wasn’t even magic. It was just the honey itself that helped things heal. We’d used ordinary raw honey, sometimes with a little olive oil, for everyday hurts. 
 
    For anything more serious, it was time to bring out the mead. 
 
    I grabbed the bottle and a rag from the pile I’d just pulled out of the dryer that morning. I set the bottle on the table while I twisted the top off. The lid was stuck. It didn’t want to come free. 
 
    “Here, let me do that,” Kit said. 
 
    He reached for the bottle just as the top came loose with enough force to shoot it across the room. 
 
    Between that and Kit’s sudden grip, the bottle spun out of my grip, spilling its contents across the dark surface of the table. 
 
    I let out a shriek and clamped my eyes closed. I could almost feel the mead calling to me, wanting to share visions and memories with me. I refused to look. 
 
    I could hear Kit’s exclamation as he tried to rescue his books and papers from the mess. It must not have been too bad of a mess because the scrambling was short-lived. 
 
    “Are you OK?” he asked. I could hear him coming closer. 
 
    “One second,” I said, my eyes still clenched shut. I reached for the rag. 
 
    And my hand came down on Kit’s wrist. 
 
    I fell through layers of disparate images and sound. They grasped at me with the frigid, bony fingers of the dead. Cobwebs of feelings and thoughts trailed across my psyche. They didn’t clarify into any one thought or memory. Instead, they seemed to linger just out of my reach. The sounds were warped, as if from a long distance. I felt like I was underwater, trying to sort through the distorted cacophony that bombarded me from all sides. 
 
    Glimpses of things I recognized slipped through. Terra. The frail, delicate shifter I thought might be Kit’s mother. Shifters in both their forms, daytimes and nightmares. It all pushed against me. I tried to grasp onto one, just one. If I could process one at a time, maybe then I wouldn’t have to drown. 
 
    But they slipped through my fingers, silver and sleek as the Salmon of Wisdom, wily and uncatchable. I spun around in a whirlpool of sensations, memories, thoughts that weren’t my own and didn’t fit into my brain the right way. 
 
    All sense of myself was stripped away from me. 
 
    I hurtled forward, skipping across the surface of Kit’s life and existence. 
 
    Then Kit was gone. 
 
    Without his thoughts and experiences to guide me, I was lost, bumbling into doorways and through hallways. Universes and ideas collided and fought all around me. Slivers of sound, touch, screeched against my nerve endings. 
 
    I tried to scream, but I had no voice. I had no body, no form, no identity. 
 
    A soothing presence brushed against my bruised and bleeding synapses. Cool and gentle against the sharp, biting, bitterness that threatened to drown me, I clung to it. 
 
    “Sharks dreamed of trees before they ever grew,” I heard myself say. 
 
    “You’re right,” Kit’s voice said. 
 
    “Industrial patriarchy maligned milkmaid,” I babbled. “Josiah killed the gods’ wives. They let him because they were afraid.” 
 
    I floated there, tangled in too many thoughts, too many feelings. I didn’t know how long. Time was as lost to me as self. 
 
    Kit’s voice danced along the periphery of my awareness. It was calm and steady, rhythmic in tone and meter. 
 
    “Some of the men tried to protect themselves by hiding in boxes under the ground,” Kit said. “God did not approve of this, so he turned them into bees.” 
 
    I heard the soft hiss of a page being turned. 
 
    Kit was reading. 
 
    He was reading out loud to me. 
 
    I could identify that soft touch now. His hand gently held mine. His Guardian power, linking us together, and his gentle voice were what had called me back to myself. 
 
    For a second, realizing this, I resisted. 
 
    Everything had become so complicated since I had met Kit. It wasn’t his fault, but my life had been utterly dismantled in the short time I had known him. Everything had been simpler, before I had known about things like bee-eaters and Oracles and even known I needed to have a Guardian. 
 
    If I had never gone to meet him, if I had not listened to that spirit bee, I could wake up and go down and sit in my garden. I could listen to the bees humming happily among the flowers that my grandmothers had planted. I could feel the abundance of life and joy around me that I always felt when I was home and anchored in my space of peace. 
 
    I could almost see it. I could almost smell that overwhelming, heady perfume from the overgrown lilacs. There would be no more lilacs. No dahlia’s as large as dinner plates. 
 
    I lingered on their memory. I could almost feel it again. I could almost touch that space. I wanted so badly for it to be real. I could feel pieces of my heart, my soul, reach with yearning for that place. 
 
    I might be in my house, but that yard had been my true home. 
 
    I slid into an exhausted sleep, wandering among the lost flowers I had loved. They’d been my family. They’d been my friends. 
 
    I wanted to stay with them a little longer. 
 
      
 
    “Kinley.” Kit’s gentle voice coaxed me to the surface. I had been dreaming. Harmless, empty dreams with no real meaning to them. Fragments of babies laughing and pixie wings unfurling—the usual nonsense that my unguarded brain produced when I was sleeping. 
 
    “The sun is going down,” he said. “There’s something you need to see before it gets dark. I need you to come with me.” 
 
    “I’m tired,” I said blearily. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “But you need to see this. I promise, I wouldn’t have woken you up unless it was important.” 
 
    I looked up to see him hesitate in offering me a hand. 
 
    “No, thanks,” I said grimly. “I’ve had enough of that. Was I gone all day this time?” 
 
    Kit nodded grimly. “I wasn’t sure what to do. My touch was what triggered your episode, but when I pulled away, you seemed to get worse.” He shrugged. “So, I tried to tap into the Guardian stuff and call you back.” 
 
    “It helped,” I said, groaning a little as I dragged myself off of the couch. “I could hear you reading to me. About bees.” I shot him an ironic look. 
 
    He shrugged. “It never hurts to do a little more research. It seemed pertinent.” 
 
    “My great-grandmother said that our line of bee-witches would all be reincarnated as spirit bees after we died,” I said absently, trying to straighten out my clothes. My mouth tasted like a garbage disposal in a seafood restaurant. 
 
    Kit handed me a cup. Honey water, of course. 
 
    “You know, if you add a little mint to this, it becomes tea, which is an actual, real drink,” I commented. 
 
    “Your great-grandmother said that?” Kit asked, looking distracted. Of course, his brain would latch onto that idea. 
 
    I gestured towards the shelves that lined the small living room. “She has a journal in here somewhere. I haven’t looked at it in years. She had all sorts of theories and ideas. Most of them are a little out there. I think she wanted being a bee-witch to be more important than it actually is.” 
 
    Kit snorted softly, but didn’t argue with me. 
 
    “If you can walk, we need to go outside before it gets dark,” he said, a little urgency returning to his voice. 
 
    Whatever he wanted to show me ranked more important than books. For him, that was a big deal. 
 
    “I’m coming,” I muttered. I set my cup down. Despite my complaint, I’d drained it completely. 
 
    I followed Kit out the door. 
 
    The sun was starting to go down, but it was still bright enough that I had to blink my eyes a few times before they adjusted to being outside. 
 
    Then I blinked them another few times. 
 
    Because what I was seeing didn’t make sense. 
 
    A bird warbled a laughing song to the melting sunset from its perch among the nodding heads of the lilac that lined one side of the yard. Lupine and Black-eyed Susans rioted together in random abundance beneath the bowing heads of the taller dahlias and sunflowers. 
 
    A carpet of wildflowers covered the expanse of the yard, dotted aggressively with the frowsy windblown globes of dandelions, just waiting to release their seeds in a puff of whispered wishes. 
 
    “I- I don’t understand,” I said. 
 
    It was all back the way it was supposed to be. 
 
    Even the beehives were back where they were supposed to be. 
 
    But something was missing. 
 
    “There’s no bees,” I whispered. 
 
    “They didn’t come back,” Kit agreed. “I guess your Oracle magic couldn’t dream them into being.” 
 
    I gaped at him. “You think I did this?” 
 
    “Are you telling me that you didn’t dream about your garden being restored?” He smiled at me gently. “Or have you forgotten the story that Oracle dreams can change the shape of the future?” 
 
    “It wasn’t undone,” I whispered in realization. “It was restored.” 
 
    “By your magic,” Kit said. He nodded towards the yard. “You did this.” 
 
    “I did this,” I breathed. I couldn’t believe it. I couldn’t accept it. The ramifications were overwhelming. 
 
    But I couldn’t think about that. I didn’t care what this meant. 
 
    My flowers were back. 
 
    Somehow, I was going to get my bees back, too. 
 
    One way or another, I was going to get my life back. 
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    The dandelions made me think about Penny. 
 
    It was easy to think of Penny as the perfect example of how magic could mess things up. She made the perfect cautionary tale. Don’t help the Fae. Don’t play with magic you don’t understand. The pack will always get revenge. 
 
    It wasn’t that the lessons hadn’t been worth learning, but Penny had been more than a lesson to me. I had known her. She had been pack. She had been family. She’d been a tiny thing with her lined face and dandelion-fluff hair. She’d been acerbic and kind, brusque, and efficient. She’d been the kind of wolf that a young bear wouldn’t dare to cross, but she’d been a safe place for splinters and stitches. 
 
    Because of Kinley’s magic, her mistakes had been fixed. She’d found peace in the end. 
 
    The most superstitious part of my soul saw those dandelions dotting Kinley’s restored yard and wanted to make a connection between them and the shifter who had betrayed and been betrayed and only been restored after death because Kinley was the Oracle. 
 
    If there was a lesson there, I hoped it wasn’t too late for me to learn it. 
 
    If there was anything I had learned in my studies, it was that everything had meaning. And I’d also learned that nothing had meaning. There were layers and purposes and fates. And then there was just… the chaotic now of existence. 
 
    Had Penny’s error, her life, her death been part of a greater Meaning? Had it been her destiny? 
 
    Or were we all just chaotic, messy mortal creatures that occasionally got things put back together again? 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. Grandad always said I thought too much. Maybe he was right. Maybe I was overthinking all of this. 
 
    Kinley’s garden’s restoration disturbed me. Not necessarily in a bad way. But it challenged the scientific part of my brain that always wanted to know why and how. It thought that the whole concept of miracles pointed out the flaws in gods that were supposed to be flawless. Good gods didn’t need miracles to fix things or to show off how mighty they were. They didn’t need to. Showing off was the territory of the weak or fragile egos. 
 
    My bear huffed restlessly. 
 
    It was only then that I realized that my spinning thoughts weren’t simply a product of Kinley’s garden miracle. 
 
    My instincts were on high alert. I didn’t know why, but I felt restless. Something didn’t feel right. And it wasn’t the flowers—though they did make my nose itch. I’d thought maybe it was because of the silence. 
 
    A garden like this should have been humming with bees. 
 
    Instead, it was as silent as a graveyard. 
 
    Graveyards had flowers, too. 
 
    A wisp of a song my mother used to sing to us had said something like that. 
 
    There was something out there. Not too close, or I would have been alerted sooner, despite the distraction of Kinley’s episode. 
 
    I shuddered, thinking about the day I’d had, watching over her. Listening to her ramblings and trying to make sense of them had driven me to my books, hoping to find anything that I could that might help her. 
 
    I was supposed to keep stuff like this from happening to her. I wasn’t supposed to be the cause of it, accidental or otherwise. 
 
    My connection to the Earth whispered of intruders. Not near, but too close for comfort. 
 
    I’d need to patrol tonight. Just to make sure Kinley stayed safe. 
 
    This was supposed to be the safest place for her. If the bee-eaters discovered us, I didn’t know where we could go. 
 
    Not to Cailleach. The Guardians had made sure we couldn’t go there. They weren’t the sort of Guardian I was. They were the real thing. They were practically gods. 
 
    It would have been nice to have them on our side. 
 
    The only Guardian I could be sure of was Marc, my father, and the Great Bear. The last I’d seen of him, he’d been holding back the other Guardians so Kinley and I could escape. 
 
    I hoped he and Cailleach were OK. With Terra determined to be my enemy, they were the only family I had left. 
 
    My mind briefly considered Kinley. But she wouldn’t have liked the idea of us ever being anything even akin to family. She was determined to stay isolated and safe. 
 
    She’d performed a miracle with her unbelievable power, and what had she done with it? She’d regrown her garden so she could go back. She was always looking back. 
 
    And why not? I reminded myself. What did she have to look forward to? She had seen her fate played out in front of her over and over again. 
 
    I’d caught glimpses again, when she’d had her episode. There were moments in Kinley’s life that seemed almost idyllic until it… wasn’t. She hadn’t faced many threats the way a shifter would have. There were few external dangers to her or her family. They kept themselves locked away from the world. 
 
    No, the monsters in her life came from inside the safety of her own home. Sometimes from inside her own head. She was never truly safe. She had never been able to depend on anyone. She’d never known when her mother or aunts would be taken ill. The madness had crept into their lives so pitilessly, so unstoppable. By the end, death was a mercy. By the end, Kinley had begged for them to die. 
 
    No one should ever have to feel that way about their own family. 
 
    I had no business judging what she chose to cling to. 
 
    Chastened, I tried to focus on my senses. Kinley had already had a rough day. Could she handle having anything more thrown at her? 
 
    I could deal with this threat, whatever it was, for her. It was the least I could do. I was her Guardian, after all. 
 
    “I think I’m going to go for a walk,” I said. “I might go down and see if I can get some groceries from town. I think I need to stretch my legs. I’ve been inside all day.” 
 
    Kinley looked guilty about that, as if it had been an accusation. As if I would blame her for something she had no control over. 
 
    My senses warned me that the intruder, whatever and whoever they were, was drawing closer. I didn’t have time to try to reassure Kinley. 
 
    “You should go in and take a shower or something,” I suggested. “You must be exhausted.” 
 
    She shivered slightly. I couldn’t read her expression. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said. “You’re right. I am tired.” 
 
    She turned back towards the house. I silently urged her to move faster. I wanted to know she was safe indoors before I went on the hunt. 
 
    The moment the door clicked shut behind her, I hurried into the trees beyond the yard. I peeled off my shirt and pants as I went. Hopefully, Kinley wasn’t looking out of the window. She’d have some questions to ask about grocery shopping in the nude if she saw me now. 
 
    My bear was far more fit for combat than I was in my human form. 
 
    And I had the feeling that’s exactly what was coming. 
 
    While I was standing in the woods in my underwear, still struggling to pull off my socks—socks were a horrible inconvenience to get rid of in my bear form—a trio of familiar shifters melted out from among the trees. They had a fourth shifter with them, a wolf I didn’t recognize. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I demanded. It was difficult to look threatening and strong when grappling with a sock. I gave up and focused on meeting the shifters’ eyes one by one. 
 
    Reynard was a fox shifter. I’d brought him and his sister, Vicki, into the pack through my genealogy research. As foxes, they were considered lesser by most packs. There were a lot of biases against fox shifters that had made survival challenging for the pair. 
 
    I considered Reynard to be a friend. He was funny and quick-witted. 
 
    I’d heard the yip of foxes when Terra had set the pack after me. I just hadn’t made the connection that it was Reynard and Vicki. Maybe I hadn’t wanted to make the connection. 
 
    The pack was against me. I’d known it. I’d fought them. 
 
    This just felt different, somehow. 
 
    Maybe because this wasn’t in the heat of battle. I could look right into Reynard’s eyes. He tried to hold my gaze, but I was stronger than he was. His eyes darted away. 
 
    “That’s our question for you,” Michael said. “What are you doing here?” The boar shifter was from Greece. Like me, he shifted into an extinct species. He was strong. Boars could be deadly. Mythology was littered with tragedies at the tusks of his kind. If Terra had been the one to send him here, it was a good strategic move on her part. Michael was strong. He was surprisingly fast. Even my bear would struggle against him. 
 
    Human to human, Michael would win hands-down. He’d been a wrestler in his youth and still carried a great deal of muscle. He was strong in either form. 
 
    I didn’t want to fight him. 
 
    “Aren’t you here looking for me?” I asked innocently. “Didn’t Terra send you after me? I can’t think of another reason you might be here.” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb,” Fisher said with a smarmy grin that showed a few too many teeth. Like the other two, he was pack. Unlike the other two, I’d never considered Fisher to be a friend. I was more surprised to see him than the others. He shifted into a leopard seal. At sea, he was formidable. On land, he did not have the advantage. 
 
    He did have two guns tucked into his belt, I noted. Fisher was always ready for violence. 
 
    “We’re here for the Oracle,” the wolf shifter said, tossing a braid of brown hair over her shoulder. She looked at me like she knew me, but I did not recognize her face or her scent. 
 
    “What makes you think the Oracle is here?” I asked. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Fisher snapped. Honestly, the way he made the face, I would have thought he was a cobra shifter. But the only cobra I knew was a pretty chill guy. Maybe leopard seals were more vicious than cobras. I supposed it was possible. “We know that she was traveling with you.” 
 
    “Oh, so you were hunting me down,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
    “No,” Fisher insisted belligerently. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Michael. He was better than this. 
 
    “You don’t want to do this,” I said quietly. “Did Terra explain just what she’s trying to do?” 
 
    “Terra explained everything to us,” Reynard said coldly. His gold-hazel eyes glinted at me. “Unlike you. She felt we deserved to know the truth. Traitor.” 
 
    “Now I’m curious what passes for truth out of Terra’s mouth these days,” I said. “Did she tell you that she’s trying to destroy the world?” 
 
    Reynard’s eye flickered, but he recovered quickly. 
 
    “Destroying it, saving it,” the wolf said coyly, studying her fingernails. “Semantics are a game we all understand. We are shifters. We know how to dance around the truth.” 
 
    “I don’t feel the need to dance,” I said truthfully. Let them sense that I wasn’t lying to them. Maybe I could turn this around. “Kinley hasn’t done anything to deserve the enmity of the pack. She hasn’t hurt anyone.” 
 
    The wolf scoffed. 
 
    Fisher showed me his teeth. 
 
    I thought Reynard and Michael looked a little uncertain. They knew me. They knew I wasn’t lying to them. They had to suspect that Terra wasn’t telling them the whole truth. That was an old trick of hers. Withholding information couldn’t be scented like a more overt deception. 
 
    “We’re not going to hurt her,” the wolf said smoothly. “We’re only here to ascertain her whereabouts and report back to the pack. You can’t blame anyone for wanting to keep an eye on such a rare and powerful… entity.” 
 
    Some of the tension in Reynard’s back relaxed at her words. 
 
    He raised his hands in a disarming gesture. “We don’t have to be at odds here,” he said. “You can tell us if the oracle is here and we can report back to Terra. Nobody has to get hurt.” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    Before they could respond, I shifted. 
 
    I had the advantage here. I could shift far faster than any shifter I’d ever met. The only exception being my own father. And what he did wasn’t exactly shifting. He basically made himself into a doorway that allowed his bear, the Great Bear, pass through him. 
 
    My own shift was like turning a page. I was human Kit, then I was bear Kit. It was that simple. 
 
    Before the other shifters could even react, I’d backhanded the wolf into the closest tree. She hit with a sickening thud and slid down against the rough bark. I didn’t think the blow had killed her. She’d be back in the fight in no time. I didn’t have time to pause to check. I had to take care of Fisher and then the other two. 
 
    My bear self didn’t understand why I was attacking his pack mates. Usually, we were perfectly in sync with each other. But now my human brain was driving him to do something he didn’t want to do. 
 
    My bear didn’t understand about Oracles or pack politics. He understood family and home. He understood pack. He’d been willing to fight them when they’d attacked us. 
 
    But now he hesitated. 
 
    That gave Michael enough time to shift and charge me with his razor-sharp tusks. 
 
    The pain was enough to rouse my bear out of any doubts he was having. This was an attack. This was something he could understand. 
 
    All wild boars were dangerous. Michael, in his boar form, was the size of a bull. Long, wiry bristles covered his entire body, from his snout to his hump to his brush-like tail. A stiff mane, like that of a zebra only much stiffer, stood upright to protect his neck. 
 
    Boars were designed to survive. Michael’s lower center of gravity was an advantage in a fight against me. His tusks were like swords, scoring and cutting through my own thick coat. 
 
    I slapped at him with my sharp claws. 
 
    A blur of auburn fur flashed through my vision, followed by stinging pain in my already-damaged ear. I bellowed and swiped at Reynard. 
 
    A bullet sang past my head. Fisher was still in his human form and he had access to two guns and who knew how much ammunition. 
 
    I was badly outnumbered. 
 
    Now that I was in real danger, my bear was ready to give it his all. He no longer saw Reynard or Michael as pack. I had my own weapons, with my teeth and claws. I was stronger than all of them together. 
 
    My bear bellowed and fought fearlessly. 
 
    In the future, I would have nightmares about how easy it was to kill my friends. 
 
    I knew I would never get the blood off of my hands again. 
 
    I dug a pit to bury the remains. The digging cleaned the blood off of my claws. Claws were good for digging. My kind of bear hadn’t eaten meat. It was thought to be one of the reasons why they’d gone extinct. My bear hadn’t been designed to kill. 
 
    I may have killed before, in the heat of battle. I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    But this was different. 
 
    They hadn’t needed to die. 
 
    I could have let them leave. I could have let them take their report back to Terra. I could have gathered Kinley up and fled… somewhere. 
 
    I wasn’t going to try to dress up murder as anything other than what it was. I had attacked them in cold blood. I had made that choice. No one had forced me to make it. 
 
    Now that it was done, the difference between believing I would kill for Kinley and actually doing it felt like an insurmountable gap. 
 
    I’d always abhorred those who walked in the gray spaces. Those were the ones who justified everything they did. Evil deeds in the name of good were still evil. 
 
    Or so I had always believed. 
 
    Except now I was standing in the middle of those crossroads, with blood on my hands, and I couldn’t honestly tell myself that Reynard and Michael had deserved to die. I was no better of a man than they had been. In many ways, I was their inferior. 
 
    What gave me the right to steal their lives from them? 
 
    Could I ever again claim to be a good man? 
 
    If I had a soul, I didn’t think those bloodstains would come out of it anytime soon. 
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    As Kit had suggested, I took a shower. It went a long way to making me almost human again. My body ached all over, which was kind of funny since I’d done nothing but lie in bed all day. My muscles acted like I’d been out running a marathon or something. 
 
    I wasn’t particularly hungry, but I thought I should probably eat. The neighbors left eggs on the back step every week. I still had enough of those to make a couple of omelets. 
 
    The door thumped open sooner than I’d expected. Maybe I’d been in the shower longer than I thought. 
 
    One glance at Kit, though, told me that he hadn’t made it to the store after all. The lack of groceries was pretty telling. 
 
    It was the expression on his face that I couldn’t read. It looked eerily blank, but not calm. It looked like every muscle in his face had just stopped and decided to take the rest of the day off. 
 
    He looked at me blankly for about half a second before he seemed to realize that I was there. He gave himself a slight shake and walked into the kitchen to look at the eggs I had bubbling in a pan on the stove. 
 
    His movements seemed a bit strange. A little stiff or jerky. It was only noticeable because he usually moved with that ridiculous shifter natural athleticism and stealth. Now he was moving like a human. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. An old person, I corrected myself. He was moving like an old human. 
 
    “Have a good walk?” I asked, trying to keep my tone light. 
 
    He hesitated just a moment. 
 
    “Yeah, great,” he said. “It was nice to get to stretch my legs.” 
 
    I whirled around and pointed my spatula at him. 
 
    “That’s it?” I demanded. “You’re going to come in here and just lie to me like that?” 
 
    He blinked slowly down at me. His jaw tightened. He crossed his arms over his chest. It wasn’t an aggressive posture. It looked like he was getting ready to defend himself. 
 
    “Did something happen?” I asked. I knew something must have. This was his opportunity to come clean and share. 
 
    So, of course, the idiot decided to double down. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said flatly. “I just went on a walk. To get some fresh air.” 
 
    I turned to glare at the eggs so that I wouldn’t glare at him. I stabbed them with my spatula. They didn’t fight back, so it was less than satisfying. Kit was lying to me. He was lying to my face. 
 
    Why? 
 
    “Did you make it into town?” I asked, keeping my voice level. 
 
    “Yes,” Kit said immediately. 
 
    “But you didn’t go shopping while you were there?” I asked mildly. 
 
    “What?” Kit’s voice sounded like he was coming out of a dog and realizing that he was standing on the edge of a precipice. 
 
    “No groceries,” I said pointedly. “Why would you go all the way to town and not get the groceries you said you were going out to buy?” 
 
    “I—” Kit floundered. 
 
    I pulled the pan off of the heat and turned off the stove. I took a deep breath. 
 
    It did not help. 
 
    “What are you hiding from me?” I demanded. “You can’t come in here looking shellshocked and limping and expect me to not notice anything! What happened?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he protested. “Nothing you need to worry about.” He pushed his hair back from his face and winced. 
 
    His ear was even more mangled than it had been that morning. It dripped blood down across his face. 
 
    I raised both my eyebrows and waited. 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    The coward. 
 
    I held out my hand. 
 
    He looked down at it blankly. 
 
    “Well, show me,” I demanded. “Go ahead. Touch my hand and show me the nothing that just happened.” 
 
    He physically recoiled. 
 
    “You had no problem asking me to practice touching you this morning,” I said in as sweet a tone as I could manage. “What’s changed, Kit? Don’t you think I need practice?” 
 
    His face shifted. I’d hoped that it would. 
 
    But not like this. 
 
    He looked sick. 
 
    And not like I did with a migraine, or someone who had the flu for a week. 
 
    He looked like he was on his deathbed. 
 
    His face turned an awful greenish gray. His shoulders slumped and his posture crumpled. His hands moved awkwardly, like he didn’t know what to do with them. 
 
    “Oh, my God. Kit.” I couldn’t catch him as he slumped. All I could do was usher him towards one of the kitchen chairs. 
 
    The bottle of mead was still there. I grabbed a cup and filled it. I kept my gaze averted as the liquid sloshed. I pushed the cup in front of Kit and sat down next to him. 
 
    He put his shaking hands around the cup, but didn’t pick it up. Instead, he stared at it. He didn’t have visions in mead the way I could sometimes, but it was clear he was staring at something. 
 
    “Talk to me,” I said. 
 
    “It’s nothing you need to worry about,” he said. His voice shook slightly. He cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. 
 
    “I am a full person, Christopher James Kent,” I reminded him. Knowing a person’s full name could me useful. He jerked as if he’d been stung by a bee. 
 
    “This is my life,” I told him. “This is my town, my house, my territory. If something happened to you, you sure as hell are going to tell me about it.” 
 
    “Or what?” he said. The corner of his lips wobbled as if he didn’t know whether he was about to laugh or cry. He grabbed the cup with both hands and downed the contents in one enormous gulp. 
 
    I waited for the coughing to cease. 
 
    “That’s horrible,” he sputtered. 
 
    “Yep,” I said unsympathetically. “And it has enough alcohol in it to practically be truth serum. You might as well spill your guts now.” 
 
    “You sound like my grandfather,” he muttered with a grimace. 
 
    I waited. 
 
    “There was a scout party,” he said succinctly. “I took care of them.” 
 
    I frowned at him. “What does that mean?” I demanded. 
 
    He made an uncomfortable gesture towards the door. “There was a party of scouts out there. Some were from my pack. I—I took care of them.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked again. “What do you mean you ‘took care of them’?” 
 
    His eyes, staring unfocused down at the table, snapped up to mine. They lit up with a sudden flare of emotion. 
 
    “I took care of them,” he said again. This time, it was between his teeth. 
 
    “And I still don’t know what that means,” I shouted. 
 
    “I TOOK CARE OF THEM!” Kit roared back at me. 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    His whole body crumpled in on itself. His hands clutched at his face. Great, heaving sobs wracked through him. 
 
    I’d never heard a man cry, not like this. This wasn’t how children cried or even how I cried after my mom died. This was rough, shattered. They turned him inside out and rung out every piece of his soul. Even my mother’s screams, which haunted my dreams, hadn’t sounded like this. Those had been the screams of madness. 
 
    These were horribly, bitterly, sane. 
 
    I couldn’t ignore the implications. I just couldn’t reconcile them with what I knew about Kit. His pack, his family, was everything to him. He was gentle. He was selfless. 
 
    He couldn’t have done what I knew he must have. 
 
    I covered my hand with my hands so that I wouldn’t sob. I didn’t get to cry over this. I didn’t get to hurt him with my reaction. 
 
    This was because of me. 
 
    His pain, his tears, what he had done… was all for me. 
 
    I wanted to scream at him. I wanted to demand why. I wanted to understand. I wanted him to stop hurting and go back to being annoying and smart and grounded. 
 
    He couldn’t do something like this to himself because of me. 
 
    That just wasn’t right. 
 
    I was the one that was supposed to be hurt. It was inevitable for me. I was the one who was destined for insanity and a grave. He had a life. He had a family. 
 
    What had he done? 
 
    He’d done what he felt he had to do. That was what Kit did. 
 
    But in this case, it was just so wrong. 
 
    I knew Kit well enough to know that something like this would haunt him for the rest of his life. 
 
    The stupid idiot was always running around trying to make things better and easier for everybody else. When did anyone ever make things easier for Kit? 
 
    I didn’t know how to fix this. 
 
    I wanted to. My powers terrified me, but if they could have offered me a way to change the past, I would have done anything to take this back for him. Kit didn’t deserve to have blood on his hands. 
 
    I felt sick. 
 
    I scrambled for the door with no thought but to get outside before I threw up on the floor. I fumbled with the door handle and threw it open. I wasn’t crying, not really, but my eyes were blinded, anyway. 
 
    I collided right into a hard, warm body. 
 
    I recoiled with a scream. 
 
    In less than a breath, Kit was there by my side, bear shaped and roaring. The remains of the kitchen table and chairs lay splintered under his enormous form. He’d shifted so fast I hadn’t even had time to take a breath. 
 
    “No!” I shrieked. I didn’t even know who I was demanding to stop. Maybe everything. The world owed me a pause now and then. 
 
    “Well,” Ammon said stoically, holding me loosely in his arms. “This isn’t the sort of welcome I was expecting.” His knowing eyes moved from my face to Kit’s bear shape and back. 
 
    “I see I’ve come too late to warn you,” he said. “Do you think I might come in? We have a lot to talk about. It’s probably best to do it inside.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Kit had already disappeared again. 
 
    By the time I ushered Ammon in, past the splintered remains of my kitchen furniture, Kit was disappearing up the stairs with a blanket around his hips. 
 
    Ammon made himself comfortable. He sat down in the easy chair and crossed his ankle over his knee, inspecting my house curiously. 
 
    It didn’t compare to the luxury he was used to. His own house was an almost laughable display of power and wealth. It was caught somewhere between a gothic museum and a mausoleum. 
 
    We didn’t have to wait long for Kit. He came down the stairs again. He wore new clothes, and his hair and face were wet. 
 
    I went into the kitchen to grab a cloth for his ear. I would need a new bottle of mead to clean it. The original was a glittering mess of shards among the remaining splinters of my table. 
 
    “I can sense blood on you,” Ammon said to Kit. 
 
    Kit flinched. “You’re the Blood Witch,” he said in a low voice. “You’d know, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    “Don’t pretend that you understand blood,” Ammon said mildly. “There are nuances you can’t comprehend.” 
 
    Kit shrugged. He sat down on the couch and stared down at his hands. 
 
    I wondered what he saw when he looked at them. 
 
    “I came here to warn you that scouts were on your trail,” Ammon said, leaning back in his chair as if he belonged there. “Obviously, I got here too late.” 
 
    “Did you?” Kit asked quietly. “Did you get here too late? Or was your timing intentional?” 
 
    Ammon’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t have to trust me, bear. But I haven’t earned your suspicion. You may want to consider that.” 
 
    Kit went to push back his hair, winced, and dropped his hands back into his lap. “True,” he said wearily. “The scouts came. You’re here. Now what?” 
 
    “I’m here to help Kinley, of course,” Ammon said innocently. 
 
    His tone made me immediately mistrust him. Maybe he didn’t deserve it. He had helped me in the past, of course. But it felt like he was always laughing at something or playing games behind the surface of what everyone else was doing. I wasn’t sure he was the sort of person I could trust. 
 
    And the way he didn’t trigger my abilities was… unsettling. Being able to touch someone should have been nice. But it was just weird. I couldn’t even be sure if there was something wrong with him or me that made it so that his touch didn’t bother me. 
 
    It was like my abilities didn’t even recognize that he existed. 
 
    It was creepy. 
 
    “Help me do what?” I asked. 
 
    Ammon smiled at me warmly. He opened his palms in an innocent shrug. 
 
    “Whatever you need me to help you with,” he said easily. “I wouldn’t presume to tell you what to do. I may have information that’s helpful to you… both.” He raised his eyebrows when he added that last word. 
 
    I handed him the new bottle of mead I’d pulled out of the cabinet along with the clean cloth. “You can open that. Kit needs to clean up his injuries. I’d rather avoid mead right now.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Kit muttered. He looked a little green. 
 
    I’d never actually tasted the mead my family made. I’d always needed to keep what wits I had left about me. Maybe I should have, before giving some to Kit to drink. 
 
    He looked traumatized. 
 
    Maybe it was a good sign that he was himself enough again to be traumatized by drinking mead. If he focused on that trauma, maybe he could avoid having to face the other one. 
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    I couldn’t tell if it was the mead spinning in my belly or if I was experiencing vertigo. I couldn’t quite seem to grasp onto my equilibrium. 
 
    Ammon was here. That didn’t help. The sickly sweet blood scent of his magic filled my nostrils. Just now, it wasn’t a scent I wanted to deal with. I’d had enough of blood for one night. Heck, I’d had enough blood to deal with for a lifetime. 
 
    I never wanted to have to do something like that again. 
 
    As Kinley’s Guardian, I’d probably have to. At some point, someone else was going to move against her and I’d have to fight them, too. 
 
    Who would it be next time? Terra? Would I have to make the choice I’d made out there in the woods, but against my own sister? 
 
    Kinley returned to the kitchen, probably to check on her bees. She’d made them a little personal hive on the kitchen counter. Thankfully, it hadn’t been disturbed when I’d shifted into my bear and crushed the kitchen table. 
 
    This house wasn’t big enough for a bear my size. 
 
    I hadn’t intended to shift. It had just happened. Kinley’s surprise had triggered all of my protective instincts. 
 
    I wondered if Ammon had any idea how close he’d come to having a burial mound in the woods. 
 
    I shuddered at the thought. 
 
    I didn’t know what to think about the Blood Witch. He was a shifter, but he wasn’t pack. Not that I had a pack anymore. But my bear didn’t even see him as a shifter. All my bear senses could see was Blood Magic. The wolf shifter aspect didn’t even register. 
 
    Ammon had protected Kinley multiple times. He had also been part of the attack on my compound, which had led to Penny’s death. He’d claimed to have no knowledge of her murder. 
 
    I didn’t know what to believe. 
 
    I couldn’t just not trust the guy because his magic reeked. 
 
    My bear hadn’t understood why I’d done what I’d done in the woods. He also didn’t understand my tolerance for Ammon and his stink. 
 
    I’d never had that separation of me and my bear before. We’d always been just me. It felt like pieces of myself were starting to splinter and fall apart. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to do about it. 
 
    Ammon handed me the rag soaked in mead and placed the re-sealed bottle on the table next to him. He eyed the bottle curiously. 
 
    “I wouldn’t try it, if I were you,” I said with a shudder. “It’s strong.” 
 
    Ammon only looked intrigued. 
 
    I pressed the cloth against my ear. The damage had been severe before Reynard had targeted it. I didn’t want to know what it looked like now. 
 
    I had other injuries, but they would heal. It was one of the benefits of being a shifter. I could heal incredibly quickly. It didn’t matter if my mind didn’t want these wounds to heal. It didn’t matter if I deserved them. 
 
    I would heal. 
 
    But I would never be the same. Visible or not, this night’s work would leave scars. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Ammon asked. His voice was low enough that I thought Kinley wouldn’t be able to hear him. 
 
    “To you?” I asked baldly. 
 
    Ammon shrugged. “I’m here. I might understand more than you think.” 
 
    I doubted it. 
 
    Ammon wasn’t a big man. My guess was that he was just under five feet, six inches. That was short for a shifter. He was on the short side for a human male. Still, he was supernaturally composed. He filled his skin comfortably. He sat still enough, but there was an underlying electricity that reminded me not to underestimate him. 
 
    But talk with him? About killing people? People that I’d known and worked with? 
 
    “Why Blood Magic?” I blurted. 
 
    Ammon shrugged. “Why not?” He eyed the bottle of mead on the table next to him again. 
 
    “Because it’s… evil,” I said. I wasn’t comfortable with the term. It had always seemed too melodramatic for me. What was evil? Outside of a religious context, I wasn’t sure it had a place. It didn’t allow for much nuance. 
 
    Ammon twisted the top off of the mead bottle and sniffed at the contents. His eyebrows rose consideringly. 
 
    “Evil is an interesting concept,” Ammon said, glancing at me with a bland expression. “What makes something evil? What is it about Blood Magic that makes in inherently worse than say… honey?” He lifted the bottle in a half salute and lifted it to his lips. 
 
    It was his liver. 
 
    He was a shifter, under all of that stink. He’d probably survive. 
 
    He downed a good few swallows before lowering the bottle again. He frowned slightly at the bottle, then twisted the top back on. 
 
    Other than that, he didn’t react at all. 
 
    The man must have the gullet of a steam engine. 
 
    I floundered. I had almost said that everyone knew that Blood Magic was evil. But the scientific part of my brain rejected that sort of reasoning. That was popular opinion, not fact. 
 
    I didn’t know enough to draw any conclusions about the validity of that claim. 
 
    “I was born with a certain aptitude that leant itself to Blood Magic,” Ammon said lightly, as if he hadn’t just downed a bellyful of liquid fire. “It’s funny, really. We are taught to believe that shifters have no magic. They tell us that because we are magical, we don’t have power. We do. We just have to harness it in different ways.” 
 
    “Have you ever killed anyone?” I demanded bluntly. 
 
    “Yes,” Ammon said easily. 
 
    “Then how can you claim that your magic isn’t evil?” I frowned down at my hands. They looked clean, but I could swear I could still feel the stickiness of blood under my nails. 
 
    “I didn’t say I killed with my magic, just that I’ve killed,” Ammon said. 
 
    I blinked at him. 
 
    “We all have morals and ethics,” he continued. “We all have lines that we will not cross. We all have moments that change the boundaries of those lines. Even a lack of morals and ethics could be considered a boundary of sorts. Don’t you think?” 
 
    I just looked at him. 
 
    “The difference between a good person and a bad person,” Ammon continued. “Is the same difference between you and me.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked. I was a little startled at that last statement. Didn’t he consider himself to be a good person? In my experience, even truly horrendous people who did terrible things assumed that they were good people. 
 
    “You regret what you did and wish you could have found another way, don’t you?” He leaned back and fiddled with the top of the mead bottle. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes,” I agreed hoarsely. 
 
    “That’s the difference right there.” He leaned forward and pinned me with his direct gaze. It was sharp and certain. 
 
    “I don’t regret what I’ve done,” he said clearly. 
 
    Before I could process that, his posture returned to his usual indolent, relaxed pose. 
 
    “You see,” he said lightly. “You’re a good person. I’m not. I’ve never claimed to be. You want to be a good person. I don’t. And that’s what makes you a good person. Because you care. And I just… don’t.” 
 
      
 
    I walked the perimeter of Kinley’s property throughout the night. Ammon offered to use his magic to set up boundaries, but I was worried that the scent of blood would attract more attention than it would deter. 
 
    He’d conceded readily enough. 
 
    I wondered how much of his apathy was an act. His actions in the past were not the behavior of someone who didn’t care. He had put himself at risk to save and protect Kinley. Even from his own pack. 
 
    I couldn’t sense a lie when he said that he didn’t care. 
 
    But my senses wouldn’t pick up on a lie if he didn’t know he was lying. 
 
    It had been a long day. I was tired. I didn’t dare sleep. I knew that the second I closed my eyes, I would be bombarded with memories I wasn’t ready to deal with. 
 
    The thought made me pause. 
 
    What would happen the next time I touched Kinley? I was her Guardian. I had to touch her to be able to help anchor her to this world. But when she touched me, she’d have to experience my memories again. 
 
    I didn’t want to inflict these memories on her. I didn’t want her to feel what it was like to kill. I didn’t want her to get dragged into everything I’d felt and experiences. 
 
    I didn’t want her beliefs about me to change. I didn’t want her to look at me and see a murderer. I didn’t want her to know what I’d just learned—that I was capable of terrible things. 
 
    I knew her life hadn’t been easy. She said that she was a grown woman, and she was. She said that she had a right to know, and she did. 
 
    But in many ways, Kinley was still innocent. 
 
    I wanted to protect that. It was precious and rare. 
 
    Yes, she was jaded and had the self-preservation instincts of a mosquito on a highway, but that didn’t mean that she wasn’t an innocent. She was too honest, too blunt, to truly understand the deceptions and motivations that drove people. Her own motives were so pure. She might do it reluctantly, but she lived to help people. Her whole life was in service to the spirits, to the bees, to other people. She accepted that. 
 
    On discovering her new abilities, she hadn’t set out to use and exploit them. Maybe it was an equal misuse of power to avoid it the way she did, but she’d had no thoughts of how she could use her abilities to make her own existence more comfortable. 
 
    That was her. That was who Kinley really was. She didn’t think about being good or not. She was just good. 
 
    If my grandad had heard my thoughts, he would have accused me of being infatuated. 
 
    Well, maybe I was. 
 
    When I’d seen Ammon’s arms around Kinley, I’d wanted to rip his head off. And not because he’d startled her. It was because he’d been able to touch her and she hadn’t fallen into one of her episodes. He could hold her like that and she remained with him, rational and alert. 
 
    I couldn’t touch Kinley without hurting her. 
 
    I understood the importance of her gifts. Maybe even more than she did. The worlds needed her. The spirits needed her. She was powerful and needed. The worlds couldn’t survive without her. 
 
    But part of me would have stripped her of her powers and let the worlds die if it meant that I could hold her without hurting her. 
 
    I’d thought nothing could be worse than close proximity. It was making all of these feelings and thoughts grow stronger. 
 
    But then Ammon had come, and I realized that my jealousy of him was far more dangerous than mere proximity had been. Every time he brushed past her casually, every time he playfully brushed her cheek or grinned at her, something inside of me coiled hot and ugly. I wanted that for myself. 
 
    And it wasn’t as if she responded to him. She didn’t. I couldn’t see any extra warmth in her expression towards him. She didn’t seem to respond at all to his subtle overtures or even the more overt flirting. 
 
    But he’d kissed her once, and I never could. 
 
    If the thought of never being able to touch her killed me, the thought of having to watch him touch her while I can’t was a living hell. 
 
    Ammon was annoying and cocksure, but that’s not why I hated him. 
 
    I hated him because I was in love with her. 
 
    And it didn’t matter. She didn’t want me. She didn’t want love. She didn’t want to carry on her lineage. She was determined to live and die alone, so that nobody got hurt. 
 
    It was too late for me. 
 
    But that wasn’t her fault. 
 
    Maybe, as her Guardian, I’d been destined to love her. Maybe that love was part of that connection I’d been given to help her. It made sense. I’d been willing to kill for her. I’d probably be willing to die for her. She already had my life and my mind. Why not go for the whole bundle and throw in my heart and soul? 
 
    Maybe my love for her would help me do better at my job. She deserved nothing less. 
 
    It didn’t matter that she could never, should never, love me back. 
 
    But maybe I had it all wrong. Ammon was the one who could touch her, after all. Maybe he was the one destined to be with her. He could give her everything that I couldn’t. Maybe I wasn’t meant to be anything but her Guardian and I’d have to watch as she realized that she wanted all the things she claimed not to want. I’d have to stand on the sidelines while she fell in love with him. 
 
    The thought made me sick. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kinley 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ammon had a car. 
 
    Well, an SUV. 
 
    It was flashy, like everything I’d seen that belonged to his pack. It looked like the sort of vehicle that would be involved in the making of a spy thriller action film. Complete with the extra level of tinting on the windows. 
 
    I wondered if the windows were bulletproof. 
 
    It seemed more than likely. 
 
    He insisted on going shopping with me. And, of course, Kit wouldn’t let me set foot outside without him with me. 
 
    I glanced at Kit as I pushed the shopping cart into the store. He didn’t look like he’d gotten any sleep. His expression was guarded, almost haunted. It was the expression of someone trying not to admit they’d just taken a punch to the solar plexus. I’d tried to talk to him, but he’d been avoiding me. 
 
    Funny how he could dog my steps everywhere I went but still managed to avoid me. It was annoying. 
 
    It didn’t help that Ammon was always touching me. I knew that shifters were touch-oriented, but I’d never been able to tolerate casual touch, even from my mother. Ammon seemed to enjoy the fact that his touch didn’t bother me at all. He was always hugging me or patting me or grabbing my hand to show me something. 
 
    It was uncomfortable. It was also kind of nice. 
 
    I hadn’t realized just how touch starved I was. 
 
    Sure, I could touch Kit’s bear. I could touch my bees. 
 
    I just hadn’t had human, or human-ish, touch without triggering my abilities. I caught myself bracing for the barrage of thoughts and images every time Ammon touched me. But they never came. 
 
    Even skin-to-skin, when he touched my hand with his, no visions came. Nothing happened. 
 
    I wanted to relax and just enjoy it, but it was weird. And it didn’t help that every time Ammon brushed past me, Kit stiffened. 
 
    Or that Ammon seemed to get extra enjoyment out of irritating Kit. 
 
    I didn’t think his contact with me was designed just to irk Kit. It was just a bonus in Ammon’s eyes. 
 
    I wasn’t quite willing to shake off the only safe human contact I’d had in my life just because it made Kit uncomfortable. Maybe that was selfish of me. 
 
    It just… made me feel like a normal person for once. 
 
    That was all I’d ever wanted. 
 
    When Ammon touched me, I was just… me. I wasn’t an Oracle. I wasn’t a bee-witch. I was just Kinley. I didn’t have to be careful or play a role with him. I could try to just be me. 
 
    I wanted to know who that Kinley was. 
 
    Both Kit and Ammon seemed a little perturbed by my eating habits. They didn’t approve of the instant ramen or frozen burritos. Eventually, I just let them take over and do the shopping themselves. 
 
    Since Ammon was paying, it didn’t make a difference to me. 
 
    Kit and I both agreed that, since Ammon had invited himself into my house, it was only fair that he would pay for food. It helped that money was literally no object to him. He’d paid more for his belt than a month of groceries would cost me. 
 
    I made sure to add some migraine-safe foods to the cart. Even if my current pantry didn’t suggest it, I did try to eat as healthily as my budget allowed. But I also had to work around foods that could trigger my migraines or make them worse. 
 
    Other than that, I let them do whatever they wanted. When they forgot to keep their posturing up, they bickered, almost like I assumed brothers would. They argued over ice cream flavors—then got both kinds. They bickered over the best bananas. Kit insisted that the green ones had been frozen at some point and would never ripen properly. 
 
    It was amazing how much I could learn about them from a simple shopping trip. Maybe more couples should go grocery shopping on dates. I bet it would be way more revealing than a nice dinner or a movie. 
 
    Not that I would know. 
 
    Ammon brushed past me to argue with Kit over types of salmon. 
 
    “I don’t like salmon,” I interjected. 
 
    They both stared at me as if I’d announced I liked offing grandmothers on the weekends. 
 
    “You’ll like this,” Ammon argued. “Salmon with pesto on pasta. Just trust me.” 
 
    I shrugged. There was always cereal. 
 
    Apparently, my tastes in cereal also warranted concern. 
 
    “You two are like a pair of old ladies,” I complained. “Let me eat what I like to eat.” 
 
    “A balanced diet would help you with your powers,” Ammon admonished, patting my back as he looked at the much healthier options. 
 
    I glared at him. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be on my side,” I complained. 
 
    Kit frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?” He snatched the box of my childish cereal from Ammon’s hands and put it back in the cart. 
 
    Ammon gave me a very significant look, which I didn’t understand at all. 
 
    By the time we got back to my house to unload the groceries, I was exhausted. It hadn’t been physically challenging, but being around people was so draining. 
 
    And I had brought people home with me. 
 
    I needed a little space. 
 
    “I’m going to go into the garden with the bees for a little bit,” I announced. “I’m going to clean up a little bit.” 
 
    “We’ll help,” Kit said, looking up from cleaning the remains of the table he had destroyed. 
 
    I sighed. “I wanted a little time out there alone,” I said bluntly. “I’m not used to being around people.” 
 
    Ammon grinned at me. “We’re people?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “It’s not safe for you out there alone,” Kit said. “Don’t worry. I’ll stay out of your way.” 
 
    Well, that sounded like loads of fun. 
 
    I gathered up the three spirit bees. My two little buddies hadn’t left the baby queen’s side for very long the past couple of days. They seemed as determined as I was to keep her alive. 
 
    It was the first chance I’d had to investigate my restored garden. So much had been restored, yet it didn’t feel quite right. Without the constant humming of bees, the yard felt like a caricature of itself. It was like… a dead body. All the parts were there, but the soul, the life, the vitality were all missing. It made my exploration feel a little too much like visiting a graveyard. 
 
    I missed my bees. 
 
    My house didn’t feel like home without their familiar presence. 
 
    Maybe I should feel worse about the shifters Kit had killed. But when I thought about the fact that they might have been among those that had murdered my bees, I couldn’t bring myself to care. I was glad they were dead. They deserved it for what they had done. 
 
    The bees were innocent. 
 
    Those shifters hadn’t been. 
 
    Maybe I should have more empathy. I just didn’t. And I accepted that about myself. 
 
    I loved my bees. 
 
    They had been with me longer than any human relationship. They had been my one constant in my entire existence. Sure, they could be annoying, but what family wasn’t? 
 
    My Oracle weirdness had managed to fix a lot. It was like a miracle. It was astounding and a little frightening. 
 
    But it hadn’t brought my bees back. 
 
    Without my bees, my yard was just… a yard. 
 
    Without the bees, my garden would suffer. Maybe I was imagining things, but it already looked weaker and less abundant than it had been before I left home. The bees here had been special. They’d all had the potential to be spirit bees. They had powers of their own. 
 
    They’d imbued my garden with those powers. 
 
    With them gone, the flowers were just flowers. 
 
    The hives were all there. Restored and back to how I remembered them. I wondered how that worked, when we’d burned all the broken pieces. I could remember these scars on pieces I’d added to the bonfire, but here they were again. 
 
    It was difficult to process. 
 
    Melissa, the little spirit bee queen, took an interest in one particular hive. I let her and the other two crawl into it to explore while I walked through the yard and pulled out any of the truly harmful weeds. 
 
    I tried to work with nature as much as possible, but there were a few invasive species of plants that just had to go. These I pulled out, destined either for the compost pile or, if necessary, the fire. Most weeds had some sort of use. I tried not to waste any of them. 
 
    I could feel Kit watching me. I wasn’t sure where Ammon had gone. 
 
    Still, it made me self-conscious. And I didn’t want to feel that way in my own home and my own space. This was my territory. I shouldn’t have to feel someone’s eyes on me. 
 
    I hadn’t spent so much time around other people since my aunt had died. She had known how to give me space when I needed it. Kit’s hovering was starting to rub me the wrong way. I’d been responsible for myself for a long time. Longer than I’d been alone. 
 
    Being a bee-witch hadn’t given me much opportunity to just be a child. I was used to taking care of myself. I was used to not having to answer to anybody. 
 
    Well, anybody except the bees and spirits. 
 
    Maybe it wouldn’t have been so bad if Kit’s energy hadn’t been so off. I could be projecting, but I could feel the negative energy surrounding him. 
 
    He’d always had a restful energy, even behind the alpha bossiness that was as much of his core self as his bear. He’d always seemed centered, as if he knew himself and was comfortable with who he was. 
 
    That energy had been almost soothing to have around me. It was so stable and grounded. It had made me feel more stable and grounded myself. 
 
    But Kit’s energy wasn’t like that at the moment. I didn’t blame him, of course. It should never be easy to end someone’s life. Especially when it came to people he knew. I knew exactly where all that negativity was coming from. 
 
    Still, it was unsettling. 
 
    For the first time since I’d known him, Kit didn’t feel grounded at all. He felt like someone who was at odds with themselves. 
 
    Didn’t he want space to process? 
 
    I did. 
 
    There was blood on my hands, too, even if I hadn’t been the one to directly end any lives. He had killed to protect me. That meant I was partly responsible. 
 
    I had to come to terms with that on my own. I had to deal with my own feelings. 
 
    It didn’t seem to me like Kit was dealing with his own feelings at all. I didn’t want to say that he was wallowing, but he also didn’t seem to be making any efforts to move forward. 
 
    Maybe that’s how it should be. Who was I to know? I wasn’t exactly the leading expert on how to be a full, functional human. Sure, I was independent. Most days, I existed at a more or less survivable level. 
 
    But I was more than halfway off my rocker. 
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t judge Kit for how he handled things. Everyone had to manage their own lives their own way. 
 
    Still, I wished he would do it a little further away. 
 
    I knew I was ungrateful to feel that way. He was here for me. He was watching over me. This was all about me, not him. 
 
    Maybe what I needed and what he thought I needed were different things. He thought I needed to dive further into being an Oracle. He thought I needed to embrace that side of myself. He thought I should practice more. Do more. I was a bee-witch. I was the Oracle. I should just be those things more. Be better at being that. 
 
    Kit couldn’t understand. I didn’t want to be that. I didn’t want to be a bee-witch with an expiration date or an Oracle with mysterious powers and a heavy fate. 
 
    I wanted a chance to find out who I was. What I liked. Make choices about what I wanted to be when I grew up. 
 
    I wanted the chance to find out. 
 
    I wanted to be Kinley. 
 
    I wanted to know what that meant, outside of my responsibilities to the bees or the world or anyone. I wanted to have the chance to be a person, not a role. 
 
    No, I didn’t want that. 
 
    I needed it. 
 
    Until now, Kit had been centered and balanced. Maybe he couldn’t understand what it was like to have never once felt that way in my entire life. 
 
    He wanted me to embrace every part of me that I hated. 
 
    And it just made the tiny sliver of me—the part that wasn’t Oracle or bee-witch—that much smaller. 
 
    Fair or not, I hated him a little bit for that. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My head was muddled. There was a deep chasm of sickness filling my gut. I would have blamed it on the flu or something, but I knew I wasn’t sick. Not physically sick, anyway. 
 
    Everything just felt wrong. 
 
    I felt strangely hyper-focused and disassociated at the same time. It was like having mental or emotional vertigo. My heart hammered in my chest, yet I was too exhausted to move. Those two things shouldn’t be possible at the same time, yet that’s how I felt. 
 
    There was so much I needed to do, but I couldn’t seem to get myself to do them. I just sat in the yard and watched Kinley work and felt too much and nothing all at the same time. 
 
    A couple of days ago I had felt so sure, so connected. I’d had purpose and drive and meaning. 
 
    And now, all I could feel was empty. It wasn’t feeling nothing, but feeling an aching, gaping, hollowness. It took up the space where my lungs and heart were supposed to be. I knew it wasn’t real. There wasn’t really a hole in my chest. But it felt physical and finite. 
 
    The deepening chasm between me and my bear didn’t help. We had always been one. We were parts of a whole. But now, I even thought of us as separate entities. 
 
    I was processing things that bears couldn’t understand. I’d thought mine could. I’d thought mine was special, something elevated above the beast instincts and drives and mindless focus on the now to the expense of past and future. 
 
    I’d been wrong. 
 
    Or maybe, as I fell into deeper human patterns, he became more bearlike. As one, we had been something more than our parts. With this separation, we were far less. 
 
    Right now, I could feel my bear growl in Kinley’s direction. The honey and sunlight scent that had so appealed to him from the beginning now made him sneeze and rub at his nose. All those protective instincts he’d harbored had been replaced by what would have been suspicion in a human. 
 
    Maybe, in a bear, it was wariness. 
 
    Every time Ammon touch Kinley, my bear reacted. Every time Kinley flinched away from any contact with me, my bear reacted. He could not understand why she would accept him, but not us. He could not understand why she was hurting me over and over again. 
 
    I couldn’t explain it to him in a way that he understood. I couldn’t make myself not feel those flashes of pain. It hurt when she could do all those things with Ammon, but not with me. She didn’t mean to hurt me. And I rationally knew how ridiculous it was for me to feel hurt. 
 
    But I still felt it. 
 
    And all my bear could understand was that she was hurting me. 
 
    My bear couldn’t understand the nuances or my motives. All he knew was that Kinley was the reason why we weren’t with our pack. Kinley was the reason our pack members were dead. Kinley was the one causing me pain. 
 
    His resentment just made that gap between us wider. 
 
    Rationally, Kinley hadn’t caused any of this. She was a victim here. I had made my choice to support and protect her. I believed in her importance to the world. 
 
    My bear just couldn’t understand. He didn’t care about the ideas or the logic. When she hurt me, she hurt us. She was hurting him and he could not understand. She did not want to be pack with him. She did not treat him like pack. 
 
    Bears might not typically live in packs in the wild, but he was a shifter bear. He understood about pack life and pack loyalties. 
 
    My ear ached. I thought it might be healing. The pain and itching were a nice distraction from the melee inside of my head. Pain could be a great modulator. 
 
    “I’m going inside now,” Kinley said. 
 
    Her voice startled me. I looked up at her from where I leaned on the repaired fence that bordered her property. It still astounded me just how much her abilities had done. 
 
    “You don’t have to come inside with me,” she added, when I started to stand up. Her voice was dry and a little brittle. “I’m pretty sure I can go inside my own house without a Guardian to keep me safe. Or is that too much to ask?” 
 
    Her clear frustration was reasonable, but it still set off a flash of aggravation inside of me. She didn’t even appreciate anything that I’d done for her. I’d given up so much and all I got in return was her rejection. 
 
    “I need to go in, anyway,” I said, as evenly as I could manage. “We need to decide where we’re going to go. Those scouts were just the beginning. We’re going to need to find a new place to hide.” 
 
    Kinley had been heading towards the door. Now she paused. She turned to me with burning eyes. 
 
    “This is my home,” she said. “Cailleach said that this would be the safest place for me.” 
 
    “Things have changed since then,” I answered. “We can’t stay here forever. We have to keep you safe.” 
 
    She turned away, huffing out a breath. “I’m going to see what Ammon has to say about that. If he agrees that this place is no longer safe, then we will talk about other options.” 
 
    “Why do you trust his opinion more than mine?” I demanded. 
 
    She turned again, this time with raised eyebrows. “Because he knows more about magic than we do. And he’s been out there in the world more recently than we have. He has information that we need before we start haring off in random directions. He will know if I’m safe here.” 
 
    Her use of the singular bothered me. Every plan I made was for us. She was still only taking into consideration herself. 
 
    Why shouldn’t she? It was about her. 
 
    I shook my head. I couldn’t take everything she said and did so personally. 
 
    My bear growled in disagreement. 
 
    “I didn’t say we should go haring off somewhere,” I said. I tried to keep my voice steady, but there was a slight vibration to it. Almost a growl. “I said we needed to talk about our options.” 
 
    Kinley exhaled through her nose. “I’m not leaving my home unless I have to,” she said firmly. “I have been safe here until now. I’m not ready to leave my entire life behind. Not if I don’t have to. I need to re-establish the spirit bees. I can’t do that if I’m moving around. I need to be here.” 
 
    “You’ve been safe here up until now because of me,” I snapped. 
 
    Her eyes widened. 
 
    I rubbed my eyes, trying to force my breathing and heartbeat to slow down. 
 
    “The scouts showing up here prove that it isn’t a safe haven for us—you anymore,” I said tiredly, trying to keep my tone reasonable. “You were safe here when they didn’t know this was your home. I… stopped the scouts. But they may have been able to send some sort of message. We don’t know.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re going to talk about this with Ammon,” she said, her voice emphasizing every syllable. 
 
    “Stop treating me like an idiot,” I snapped. “I know you want to talk to Ammon. I’m just trying to explain…” 
 
    “You are the one who needs to stop treating me like I don’t have a right to make decisions in my own life,” she snapped back. She stared me straight in the eyes. In a shifter, it would have been a challenge. 
 
    Shifter or not, I was pretty sure it was a challenge now. 
 
    “You are not my alpha,” she said. She straightened to her full height, which wasn’t much. “You are not in charge of me. You do not decide what I do with my life. You do not get to make decisions for me. This is my life. My house. My existence. You don’t get to come in here and play dictator and act like I’m the one being unreasonable!” 
 
    “I’m trying to keep you safe,” I roared. 
 
    “I don’t need you,” she roared back. “I was safer before you ever came into my life. I was better off not knowing you at all!” 
 
    “I gave up my life for you!” I shouted. My bear was pacing inside of me, demanding for me to let him out. 
 
    “I never asked you to.” She could have screamed the words at the top of her lungs, but she didn’t. She just stated them. Her voice was hardly louder than a whisper. 
 
    But she might as well have slapped me. 
 
    Why couldn’t she understand this? It was my calling. My purpose. I had felt the Earth itself speak to me and give me direction. 
 
    Why couldn’t Kinley just let me do what I was supposed to do? 
 
    Why wouldn’t she just let me help her? 
 
    Why did she have to fight me about every little thing? She didn’t listen to me. 
 
    She didn’t even want me here. 
 
    My bear wanted me to cut all ties with her now. He wanted me to shift and let him take over. We could leave. We could run off into the woods. We could start over. Without Kinley, we wouldn’t have to make all of these impossible decisions. We wouldn’t have to face off against our old pack. 
 
    If we left, we could be free. 
 
    But I couldn’t. 
 
    I couldn’t leave her. 
 
    She might not believe it, but she needed me. I was here to help her. 
 
    I cared about her. 
 
    I just wanted her to let me care for and about her. 
 
    I couldn’t leave. This was what I’d been born to do. If I didn’t protect her, she’d die. And if she died, who would protect the bees? And if the bees all died out… the veil between the worlds would explode under the pressure of all the souls stuck on the wrong side of the afterlife. 
 
    I couldn’t abandon her, or the worlds, to that fate. 
 
    “Fine,” I said wearily. “Let’s go talk to Ammon. I’m sure he’ll see reason and agree with me.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth, but didn’t say anything. Instead, she walked through the door and shut it. 
 
    She closed it right in my face. 
 
    It took every ounce of my control not to rip the door off of its hinges. But that would only prove to her that I wasn’t being rational. 
 
    I needed her to listen to me. 
 
    For her own sake, even if she didn’t believe me. 
 
    “First fight?” Ammon asked, grinning at us from the living room. He sat on the sofa with a book open in his lap. He raised his eyebrows, apparently entertained by our thunderous expressions. 
 
    Kinley flopped down on the couch next to him. He immediately put an arm around her and gave her a little squeeze. 
 
    I felt like that squeeze pressed all the air right out of my lungs. It was so easy, so casual. He could just reach out and touch her with no consequences. 
 
    I couldn’t even get near her without her flinching, afraid that I’d trigger one of her episodes. 
 
    There was a poker over by the fireplace. Ammon could hit me with it and I wouldn’t have complained. It would hurt a lot less than seeing him hold her when I never could. 
 
    “Kit says we need to leave and find a new hideout,” Kinley said. For a brief moment, too long for my liking, she leaned closer to him. Then she pulled away slightly. 
 
    Ammon didn’t move his arm from around her shoulders, but at least there was some space between their bodies now. 
 
    “The scouts were just the beginning,” I said through my teeth. My jaw was clenched too tightly to say it any other way. 
 
    Ammon raised an eyebrow at me, then reached over to brush Kinley’s hair away from her face. 
 
    I froze, clenching my fists. The blood witch was doing that on purpose. He was baiting me. 
 
    He knew how I felt about her. 
 
    Was this some sort of game to him? 
 
    By the sly curve of his lips at me, it most definitely was a game. 
 
    “Everyone made it clear that this was the safest place for me to be,” Kinley continued, oblivious to the tension building up in the room. “I need to be here if I’m ever going to establish new hives. I can’t just pick up and go somewhere every time Kit thinks there’s a threat!” 
 
    “There is a threat,” I growled. 
 
    “Easy there, tiger,” Ammon purred. 
 
    I glared at him. 
 
    He was enjoying this way too much. 
 
    “Surely this is a conversation between the two of you,” Ammon said, taking Kinley’s hand in his. “Why are you bringing it to me?” 
 
    Kinley sighed and rolled her eyes. “You have magic.” 
 
    “You do, too,” Ammon said absently. 
 
    Kinley growled and pulled her hand away from his. 
 
    “Ammon,” she said impatiently, but not with the same level of aggravation she reserved for me. “You know more about the situation out there than we do. You knew about the scouts. You know more about magic than I do. Yours is more practical, anyway. Do you think I can stay here safely? Can you hide us? Or do I need to listen to Kit and abandon my home to run off somewhere unknown?” 
 
    I could pick up on the slightest edge of tears in her voice. She was frightened. She didn’t want to leave. 
 
    I hated that she was scared. I hated that I had to be the one to force her away from her home. 
 
    It just didn’t matter if I hated it or not. 
 
    I had to keep her safe. 
 
    Ammon considered for a long moment. Too long. The hand of the arm around Kinley’s shoulders stroked her hair absently. 
 
    Unconsciously, she leaned into him. 
 
    I stiffened. 
 
    “I know you do not want to leave,” Ammon said gently. “But I can’t promise you that you will be safe here. Those scouts were just the beginning. If you are going to be able to get a new hive established, it’s going to have to be somewhere else. I’m sorry for that. I truly am.” 
 
    Kinley wilted. 
 
    She didn’t cry, but she hid her face in Ammon’s neck. 
 
    He held her and patted her back, whispering soothingly to her. 
 
    His eyes met mine. 
 
    “I suppose I should thank you,” I managed to mutter. 
 
    His lips curved up in a charming, mischievous smile. 
 
    “Oh, no,” he said. “Don’t thank me. It’s completely my pleasure.” 
 
    I left the room before I gave into the temptation of putting his head through a wall. 
 
    I wasn’t all that sure I could defeat the blood witch in a fight, but I was willing to try. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Eleven 
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    My hands shook. 
 
    I’d left home what had to be a thousand times. I’d packed my bags and headed out, never knowing what the future would hold. 
 
    But I’d always been able to assume that I would be coming home again. 
 
    If I fought harder, maybe I could change Kit’s mind. Maybe he wouldn’t feel such urgency for us to leave if I told him the truth. 
 
    I was pretty sure the little spirit queen bee, Melissa, was doomed. 
 
    My two spirit bees had been acting as attendants for her, since we’d found her in the ruins of the hive where she’d been born. But a queen bee needed a mating flight, and she needed many more attendants than just two. 
 
    Even with all my flowers back in bloom, there had been no visiting bees to investigate. All day, the whole time I’d been working in the yard, the only bees I’d seen were my own. 
 
    My spirit bees were still alive for now, but I did not know how to save them. There was a chance that she and her attendants could be introduced to a hive without its own queen. Before that could happen, she needed to go on a mating flight. 
 
    Her pheromones should have been attracting male bees. There should have been some sign of interested potential mates. 
 
    But there were none. 
 
    If my estimates were correct, she was the right age for her first mating flight. Any time now, she would be ready. 
 
    But what if there were no drones for her to mate with? 
 
    She could have repeated flights, if necessary—I’d only seen that in cooler weather, but it happened sometimes. But if there were no drones for her to mate with, there would be no new bees. 
 
    The only hope I had was to transport Melissa somewhere where there would be enough drones for her to mate and establish a new hive. 
 
    I just didn’t know where to go. 
 
    It might already be too late. 
 
    Just another reason why we had to leave. 
 
    It was so easy to pack when I knew I was coming back. All I needed was toiletries and a few changes of clothes. I didn’t know how to pack for an extended period of time. I didn’t know how to sort through my house for the essentials I couldn’t live without. 
 
    A knot tightened in my throat. This home was all I had. It was where all my memories lived. My first steps, my first bees, my mother’s life and death—they had all taken place here, in this house. 
 
    Leaving the house felt like losing my family all over again. 
 
    If something happened to this place, if I never came back again, so much of my life, the lives of my line of bee witches, would be lost forever. 
 
    I couldn’t take it with me. 
 
    There was only time and space for the essentials. I couldn’t focus on the books or the albums, on the painting my great-aunt had made of our yard, or the crocheted blankets that had passed through generations of creative hands. 
 
    How could I ever choose what memories were too precious to part with, and which ones I had to let go of? 
 
    My aunt had once said that if the house burned down, she would just have to burn with it. She hadn’t been completely in her right mind at the time, but I thought I understood the feeling. 
 
    This house was more permanent, more real than any of those who had lived in it. Bee witches lived such temporary, fragile lives. The house had been the one constant for generations. 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t grand, maybe it was more than a little shabby. 
 
    But it held what was left of our memories and dreams, long after we forgot ourselves entirely. 
 
    This wasn’t leaving home. 
 
    This was leaving my family, my soul, my safety behind. 
 
    I had to believe that I could come back. That it would still be here waiting, when it was safe for me to return. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for Melissa, I would have refused to go. 
 
    But I had to try. It was my purpose in existing. I had to protect the bees. 
 
    Even though I was losing everything in the process. 
 
    I stuffed clothes into my bag. With the bees in mind, I would need to pack honey. I didn’t want to leave any of it behind, just in case the house was ransacked in my absence. Anyone who did such a thing didn’t deserve to reap the benefits of my lost bees. 
 
    I’d take the remaining bottles of mead, too. There were only two left. 
 
    What else? 
 
    What else did I need to survive? 
 
    I knew someday I would lose it all. I just hadn’t expected it to be like this. I’d expected to go like my mom, memory by memory, stripped away until nothing remained at all. 
 
    Which one hurt worse? 
 
    Was it better not to understand what we were losing? Or was it better to know—to feel? 
 
    Sooner or later, I would find out for myself. 
 
    Still, closing my bedroom door felt like an act of finality. Maybe intention did matter. In the past, I’d always intended to return. Now I was leaving with no way to know if returning would ever be possible. 
 
    In action, it was the same thing I’d done a thousand times, but it felt completely different. 
 
    I checked my phone as I hurried down the stairs to gather the supplies I needed from the kitchen. I’d put a few feelers out in the bee community, looking for an area where there might be enough drones for my little queen to make a mating flight. 
 
    I paused, my foot hovering over the bottom step. 
 
    “What is it?” Ammon asked, catching my arm and guiding me the rest of the way down the stair. 
 
    “It’s happening,” I managed to say, on the merest wisp of a breath. “Everywhere.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Kit demanded, coming into the room. I noticed that he already had his strange bag looped over his back. He looked like he was ready to run. 
 
    I let my weight drop down onto the couch as I flipped through the messages and links on my phone. It had even made the news in some places. 
 
    “The bees,” I whispered. 
 
    Ammon pulled out his own phone. It was much nicer than mine. In a few moments, he was swearing softly under his breath. 
 
    “Disease, rampant bears, vandalization…” Ammon shook his head, and he scrolled through his phone. “The news hasn’t made the connection yet, but this is clearly a synchronized attack against the bees.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Kit demanded. I remembered that he’d destroyed his own phone so that his pack couldn’t use it to trace us. 
 
    “It appears there’s a concerted global effort to wipe out bees in effect,” Ammon said grimly. “It’s everywhere. I didn’t realize…” 
 
    “There are so many,” I managed to whisper. I felt oddly numb. But the articles, the videos on social media, the posts in beekeeping groups and pages… they all echoed the same thing. 
 
    Complete catastrophe. 
 
    “There are enough bee-eaters in the world to organize something like that?” Kit stared over Ammon’s shoulder at the phone in the shorter man’s hand. 
 
    The attack on my bees hadn’t been a targeted, isolated event at all. Everywhere I looked online, the same story was playing out. The attacks on bees seemed to come from every possible source—pesticides sprayed too close to a famed apiary. Mites taking over colonies apparently overnight. Wildlife and vandals breaking up hives and destroying all the frames inside. 
 
    Bears. Everywhere there were bears. Even the news made innocent comments about the bears going mad for honey all over the world, complete with photos of the carnage. 
 
    “Let me see that closer,” Kit said, practically grabbing Ammon’s phone from his hand. 
 
    The blood witch let the phone go. A slight furrow between his eyes was the only sign that he was worried. 
 
    Kit swore. “That’s Terra.” He stabbed his finger at the screen of the phone. “That bear right there is my own idiotic sister.” He added a few comments that weren’t very brotherly. 
 
    “That’s our verification that this is an attack by the bee-eaters,” Ammon stated calmly. 
 
    I couldn’t wrap my brain around it. I couldn’t understand how so many people could do such a thing. How could anyone believe that wiping bees out of existence was a good thing? What made them so convicted in their stance? 
 
    I could see panicked comments everywhere. Scientists, beekeepers, even just average everyday humans, understood just how devastating a loss this was for our world. 
 
    And it was all on purpose. 
 
    Hadn’t Terra learned her lesson at all? When she’d murdered the spirit bee back on the pack lands, she’d learned first-hand the consequences of such a thing. 
 
    But she hadn’t learned anything. 
 
    She was part of all of this. 
 
    “Fires,” Ammon said in a low voice. “There are so many fires in areas with known ground bee populations. They’re not just going after honeybees. They want them all gone.” 
 
    “They can’t,” I said tremulously. “They can’t, can they? There’s no way they could ever… destroy them all?” Even as I spoke the words, I knew they would find a way. It may not take one day or one year, but the bee-eaters were too determined to stop. No rational arguments, no amount of truth, would ever convince them to turn away from this path. 
 
    “It will be fine,” Kit said. He loomed over me, his expression sympathetic and kind. “They won’t succeed. They can’t.” 
 
    “It will be fine?” I demanded. “How can you say that? How can you not understand? You think something like this can’t happen? That extinctions never occur? Have you never heard of passenger pigeons? There were so many of them that they would darken the sky when flocks flew over. Where are they now?” 
 
    “Kinley,” Kit reached out, as if he wanted to reassure me. 
 
    I jerked away. 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” I screamed. “Stop patronizing me! I’m not the one who doesn’t understand the reality here. You stand there with your toxic positivity and you actually think that everything is going to be ok. Well, I have news for you, Kit! Things don’t end up being ok. People get hurt. People die. Good people do everything right and they still fail. Every single day. Your good attitude and faith that everything will be fine in the end is as useless as whispering for a train to stop while you stand in the middle of the tracks. And what are you doing? Nothing. Your words and smile don’t help anyone.” 
 
    “You won’t let me do anything more than that!” Kit roared back. 
 
    “I won’t let you?” I rose to my tallest height, which still put me almost a foot shorter than Kit. “How could I stop you from doing anything? When have I ever tried to stop you from doing anything?” 
 
    “You could embrace your Oracle powers,” Kit said, his voice quiet but his eyes raging down at me. “You could try to engage your powers.” 
 
    “And what?” I demanded. “Bring back the bees? That’s not within my abilities. No, all you’re doing is blaming me for everything, because I won’t follow along with what you want. You may be cavalier about my lifespan and my sanity, but I can’t afford to be.” 
 
    “You won’t even try,” Kit cried, pulling at his hair in frustration. He was roaring again, sounding more bearlike all the time. 
 
    “Because I don’t want to die yet,” I shouted. “It’s so easy for you to judge, but you are not the one being asked to risk your life! You’re not the one who has to suffer through the pain and the madness and the horror. You’re not the one who has to pay the price. It’s easy for you to demand that I fix things and to assume that everything is my fault—you don’t have to risk anything.” 
 
    “I’m trying to help you,” he growled, shifting his weight as if he wanted to pace, but the small size of the room didn’t permit it. “If you would just listen—” 
 
    “Do what you tell me to do, and everything will be OK?” I demanded. “You don’t get to decide for me. You don’t get to dictate how I act or how I’m allowed to feel. I’m pretty sure being a Guardian isn’t the same thing as being in charge of me. Do you think you’re any better than those bee-eaters out there? You’re not. Just like them, you think you know better than anyone else how things should be. You think you understand more about the world and everything in it. You know you’re right? So do they.” 
 
    He stepped back as if I’d struck him. 
 
    “Kinley,” Ammon said quietly. “I think we should finish packing.” He reached out a hand to direct me away from Kit. 
 
    Kit slapped Ammon’s arm away from me. 
 
    The blow was hard enough that Ammon staggered slightly before he regained his balance. 
 
    I screamed and threw myself at Kit. How dare he act like this? Like he had a right to treat me or Ammon this way? He was always trying to trick me into touching him, but he threw a fit when Ammon—the only safe person I’d ever known—touched me. 
 
    I had a vague intention of scratching his face off, maybe kicking him in a few delicate places. I had never been a violent person in my life, but Kit’s superiority and control were too much. I had so little control over my own existence, yet Kit thought he could just walk in here and take what was left of my life away from me? 
 
    I didn’t even get to do any real damage before our skin touching dragged me out of my body and sanity and into the whirling chaos of the other planes of existence. 
 
    There was no barrage of memories this time. Kit’s energy prickled against mine, refusing to combine. I felt his presence like a weight, dragging me through the roiling clouds of fluorescent chaos, towards a point unknown. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I demanded. “Let me go!” 
 
    “If I let you go, you’ll get lost,” Kit shouted back. “It’s my job to get you safely back into your body. You have to trust me.” 
 
    Of course, he would say that. It was proof of how fundamentally he didn’t understand my life or experiences. 
 
    He had seen portions of my life in my memories. How could he still not understand? 
 
    The clouds boiled around us, thinning until they disappeared in a hypnotic mist. 
 
    We stood in the middle of a vast meadow. At first it appeared to be full of wildflowers, but as I looked around, I realized they were not any type of flower that I recognized. 
 
    Out of habit, I looked for the bees, but of course there were none here. Not right now. 
 
    Until… there were. 
 
    The three spirit bees appeared before me. The new queen, Melissa, flew in a circle, confident and graceful, with her two attendants following after her. 
 
    Then one of my bees, the smaller one that had been with me since my captivity with Ammon’s pack, left the others and hovered in front of me. 
 
    I had seen the transformation of bee to bee-figure before. It was as mind-bending this time as it had been the first time. The woman who stood before me when the transition was over did not look human, but there was nothing that suggested bee-shape either. 
 
    But… there was something. 
 
    The longer I looked… 
 
    The more she looked like my mother. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twelve 
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    For the first time since I sensed the scout party, I fell completely balanced and centered. 
 
    I could feel my connection to the earth. I could feel my ties to Kinley. Even though we were standing in the middle of a meadow that belonged on no true plane of existence, everything felt right. 
 
    It didn’t matter than Kinley and I had been fighting. 
 
    It didn’t even matter that she probably hated me. 
 
    Maybe it was this simple. Being where I was meant to be felt right. Everything else was so complicated. But this, here with Kinley, felt completely right. 
 
    The bee-woman—goddess, spirit, icon, whatever she may be—approached us slowly. She waded through the deep sea of wildflowers, serenity in her face and eyes. 
 
    There was something familiar about her. I had the vaguest feeling I’d seen her face before. I just didn’t know where. There was something about the shape of chin, the shade of her eyes… 
 
    “Mom?” Kinley breathed. 
 
    She stood a few paces away from me. All I could see was her back. I couldn’t see the expression on her face, but I could hear it all in that one word. 
 
    I looked closer. Was this Kinley’s mother? How could that be? I’d been told that bees could not deceive. Could they manipulate? 
 
    I didn’t think so. 
 
    Kinley didn’t move. 
 
    If it had been my mother standing there, I would have raced to her and held her in my arms. I would have clung to every moment that I could have her with me again. I had so many questions, so many things to say. 
 
    Kinley did none of that. 
 
    She just stood there. 
 
    “Kinley,” the bee-woman said warmly, holding out her arms. 
 
    “You can’t be my mother,” Kinley said in a choked voice. “You’re a spirit bee.” 
 
    “Many bee-witches become spirit bees after our human lives,” the woman said serenely. “It is a natural progression of who we are. Our work is not complete when our minds and bodies go. It continues on and expands into new territories. I chose to visit you for a reason, my dearest daughter.” 
 
    I could feel Kinley’s distress, even if I couldn’t understand it. I tried to see this meeting from her perspective. 
 
    Thanks to Kinley’s abilities, I’d shared visions of her mother. The worst, and clearest, was of a woman raging and screaming on her deathbed, fighting against everything and everyone. 
 
    This bee-woman’s serenity must seem strange to the girl who had known her mother’s madness. Had there been any serenity during Kinley’s lifetime? I suspected if there had been any, it had been a scarcity. 
 
    Having such a history, I couldn’t blame Kinley for feeling like this person in front of her was an imposter of some sort. Even if this was her mother, this wasn’t the mother she had known. 
 
    Would I want my mother with me if the version I got was a complete stranger? I didn’t want my mother with all her flaws sanitized. I wanted to see her again as she had been. 
 
    Kinley glanced in my direction. I knew she could feel my sympathy through our bond. Her own emotions were too complicated for me to sort through, let alone understand. 
 
    “I am sorry for how you’ve suffered,” the woman said, sorrow tinting the radiance of her face. “In my former form, I was unable to withstand the touch of the spirits. I have found all the lost pieces of myself now. You will experience the same thing when you come here.” 
 
    Kinley shivered slightly. 
 
    “What if I don’t want to end up here?” she asked. Her tone was cautious, not demanding. A genuine enquiry. 
 
    The woman brightened. “Of course you choose. There is always a choice.” 
 
    “Is there?” Kinley’s tone turned brittle. 
 
    The woman laughed gently. Her laughter was like soft music, scented with sweetness and joy. I wanted to inhale the fragrance of it. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, flashing a brilliant smile. “And that is one of the reasons I chose to speak to you now. Kinley, my dearest daughter, you must let the bee-eaters win.” 
 
    Kinley recoiled. 
 
    Only my instinct to help her kept me from doing the same. 
 
    What was she saying? Did she understand the implications of what she was telling Kinley to do? 
 
    “I-I don’t understand,” Kinley said, her voice cracking. “Why would you want me to do that? It’s against everything you ever taught me. It’s against everything that I am.” She thudded her chest with her fist. 
 
    “You must let the bees die, Kinley,” her mother said sadly. “And you must protect yourself. The bees will all be destroyed. It does not matter. You must save yourself.” 
 
    Kinley shook her head in denial. “No. No. That doesn’t make any sense. Don’t you understand what will happen?” 
 
    “I believe that what will happen is what must happen,” her mother said. Her tone was firm now, her expression sure. 
 
    “You believe?” Kinley’s voice cracked again. “Don’t you know?” 
 
    Her mother smiled gently. “Where there is choice, there is uncertainty. Many worlds and understandings have been made clear to me since my death. But there are still endless mysteries that have yet to unfold. I have come to believe that the bee-eaters are right. The time of bees has expired. It is time for the worlds to become one.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” Kinley demanded. “You are a spirit bee yourself. How can you believe that destroying all of this, destroying the world itself, can ever be anything but… horrific?” 
 
    “You have lived a life full of pain, but it has still been a sheltered one. The worlds will end. It is inevitable. It can end now, with the last of the bees, or we will begin the slow, agonizing march to the end. If we choose this path now, we can avoid so much suffering.” Kinley’s mother knotted her hands together in a pleading gesture. “You do not need to continue your own suffering. Without the bees and their demands, you will not face the same fate that I did. You can end the line and have a real life.” 
 
    I knew those words would resonate with Kinley. She had shaped her reality and life around the understanding that her fate was inevitable. She was determined to be the last of the bee-witches. 
 
    But… could it end with her life instead of her death? 
 
    “Kinley,” I whispered. I hadn’t meant to say anything. This wasn’t my place. But I couldn’t seem to hold it back. 
 
    Kinley shook her head. “No,” she said. She backed away from her mother, angling herself so that she created more distance between us as well. “No. This isn’t right. The world needs the bees. It can’t be right… you’re saying that I should end the world now so that I can live? How does that make any sense?” 
 
    “Because a new world will be born,” her mother answered simply. “A complete, healthy world with no need for messengers or barriers. A world where you can be safe.” 
 
    “I can’t—I can’t do this,” Kinley said, shaking her head. “I… I need to go. The bees…” She blinked, possibly realizing that her mother was one of the bees she was trying to protect. “I just… can’t.” 
 
    A gold-tinted tear slid down her mother’s face, but she smiled gently. “It’s time to protect yourself,” she said. “I love you, my sweet girl. I am sorry it has to be like this.” 
 
    The world around us rippled and spun away from us. The wildflower meadow dropped out from under our feet, spiraling and breaking into colors and sensations that hurled us through space and time. 
 
    And back into Kinley’s living room. 
 
    For one brief moment, I held her. It was just an instant before the threat of memories and madness reminded me to let her go. 
 
    The rage was gone. Mine. Hers. 
 
    It was useless in the face of what we had seen. 
 
    “I’m sorry you didn’t get to hug your mother,” I said softly, as Kinley blinked blindly around the room, disoriented. Her face was still, but her eyes were so sad they broke my heart. 
 
    “Why?” she asked, her voice mild. “She never did before. Why should it matter now?” 
 
    My heart broke all over again for her. 
 
    It wasn’t just the serenity instead of madness that had kept Kinley at a distance. It had been more. Their relationship had never been one of cuddles and hugs. Kinley’s gifts had existed her entire life. No one had ever been safe for her to touch. 
 
    Not even her mother. 
 
    My own childhood had been full of affection and love. Touch, hugs, cuddles, reading together on the couch. I could not imagine how lonely it must be to exist in a world where every touch meant a threat. 
 
    No. 
 
    Not every touch. 
 
    I turned to see Ammon standing where he’d been when the vision had begun. He watched us both with a neutral expression. He was clever enough to have figured out something of what Kinley had experienced. 
 
    “You should hold her,” I said flatly to the shorter man. 
 
    He raised an eyebrow at me. I might have managed to take him by surprise, this once. 
 
    “She needs a hug,” I said simply. “You can do that for her. I can’t.” 
 
    I turned away as he went to her. She tucked herself into his arms. 
 
    I couldn’t watch. 
 
    It hurt. It shouldn’t hurt so much to be unable to give her what she needed. I should be the one that could shoulder her burdens, understand how her mind worked. It should be easier to keep her safe, to know how to give her a chance to be happy. 
 
    The centered feeling I felt in the dream meadow fled. That gaping separation between my Kit self and my bear self felt like a gaping wound inside of me. 
 
    It wasn’t Kinley’s fault that I was failing. It wasn’t Kinley’s fault that my touch brought back all her worst thoughts and feelings. I was a bridge to everything in life that made her so determined never to allow anyone like herself to exist again. 
 
    I gave her so much pain. It was only fair that I hurt, in turn. 
 
    My bear couldn’t understand that, though. 
 
    All he knew was that Kinley made me feel pain. 
 
    In a bear’s logic, there was no good pain. There was no regret, no concept of pain making things better. Humans harmed to heal all the time. Surgery was essentially that—destroying to promote healing. 
 
    Bears didn’t do that. 
 
    Bears didn’t do internal turmoil. Maybe that made them more resilient than a poor, pathetic human like me. Bears didn’t linger over intrusive thoughts and punish themselves with them. They understood loss, but to feel that pain of loss without there being an actual loss? 
 
    That was too human for him. 
 
    I hurt for Kinley. I hurt for my failures. 
 
    And, yes, I was jealous that I wasn’t the one who could be the hero she needed. 
 
    All my bear could understand was that Kinley caused me pain. 
 
    And for that, he did not trust her. 
 
    He did not want to help her. He did not believe in her anymore. 
 
    He had been so enamored of her, with her sunshine and honey scent, and the way she tied us to the Earth. He had adored her. 
 
    But now, because of me, because I was a stupid human idiot with stupid, idiotic human feelings, he felt nothing but resistance for her. 
 
    I supposed I was lucky it was not within his instincts to hate. 
 
    I didn’t have time to try to explain unexplainable concepts like guilt, shame, and jealousy to a being not designed to feel such things. 
 
    I would just have to persuade my bear to cooperate with me. 
 
    “We need to get going,” I said out loud. “Unless you’ve changed your mind and you want to follow your mother’s advice.” 
 
    “You mother’s advice?” Ammon asked. 
 
    “She wants me to let the bees die and save myself,” Kinley said flatly. “No. I haven’t changed my mind.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. 
 
    Kinley stared at me, complete astonishment breaking through the crust of misery she’d worn since seeing her mother. 
 
    “I thought you wanted me to save myself,” she said. 
 
    “I do,” I agreed. “But not at the expense of the world. Anyway, what I think doesn’t matter. It’s what you need that is important.” 
 
    “Your needs are important, too, Kit,” she said softly. “Your thoughts are, too. It’s your life as much as it is mine.” 
 
    I tried to smile, but I couldn’t. My expression probably wasn’t very reassuring. “Then it’s convenient that we agree. Let’s save the bees.” 
 
    Kinley nodded resolutely. 
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    I tried to keep my mind on what my hands were doing. If I concentrated on making sure they didn’t shake, if I concentrated on making sure everything I packed was neat and precise, then I didn’t have to think about anything else. 
 
    It was my mind that I had to be wary of. My mind was likely to speculate and worry and overthink about what had just happened to me. 
 
    My emotions, which should have been the real issue, were strangely… flat. 
 
    I wasn’t quite numb. That would have been preferable. Anesthesia would be preferable to blank. It was as if my entire emotional library had been wiped clean and I had to start anew—rewriting everything. 
 
    My mind might want to speculate if that bee-woman actually was my mother or some imposter. My emotions found it didn’t matter. 
 
    I should care what she thought, shouldn’t I? It should matter to me that she thought the time of bees and messengers was over. She was a bee-witch. She was my mother. It should make a difference. 
 
    Somehow, I just… didn’t care. A stranger on the internet would have as much impact as she did. 
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    Maybe I was broken. 
 
    And that didn’t matter, either. 
 
    “I’m going to get the bees,” I announced to no one in particular. 
 
    Kit held his hand out for my pack. He didn’t look directly at me. He hadn’t since our decision to continue on the path to protecting the bees. 
 
    I hurried outside, clutching the box I’d prepared for the queen and her escorts. Or was it a singular escort now? If my mother really was the second spirit bee, would she consider her mission completed and disappear? 
 
    A lump lodged in my throat. The baby queen needed so much if she was going to survive. She needed to have a mating flight. She needed attendants—dozens of them. Ideally, I needed to find her a hive that needed a new queen. 
 
    But where? Even my slightest inclinations had been devastated by the news of the global attack against bees. 
 
    How many bees were left? 
 
    It seemed incredible that they could be wiped out so easily. Yes, populations had been dwindling. Yes, concerns had been voiced for years. 
 
    Distracted by my thoughts, I was halfway across the backyard before I realized that I was not alone. 
 
    I skidded to a stop, gulping as I took in the figure standing there. 
 
    My first impression of Kit’s sister had been of strength and aggression. She was a dominant personality. She had the air of someone used to getting her own way. She didn’t dance around issues. She bulldozed right through them. 
 
    And now Terra was standing in my backyard, between me and the hive where the baby spirit-bee hid. 
 
    I felt the warmth of Kit’s presence before I heard his wordless growl. There was a strange note in that sound. Exhaustion, maybe? Uncertainty? 
 
    Did Kit already regret his decision to stay with me and protect the hive? 
 
    “Hello, baby brother,” Tessa said in an arch voice. She smiled confidently, the tilt of her lips condescending. “I’m surprised to find you here.” 
 
    “Are you?” Kit asked, his voice a rumble. I wondered if that meant his bear was close to the surface. 
 
    “Haven’t you realized that you’re on the losing side? I know you can be stubborn, but I never thought you were stupid.” Terra arched a challenging eyebrow. 
 
    Kit came up alongside me, shrugging his broad shoulders. “And yet, here I am.” 
 
    “Hand the bees and the oracle over, and you can come home,” Terra demanded. “All your crimes against the pack will be forgiven.” 
 
    A sharp whine in the direction of the woods sounded in response to her words. 
 
    I glanced away from Terra’s menacing stance long enough to see that a fox—a vixen, I thought—stood at the edge of the woods. I could see other shifters milling around in the shadows, but none clearly enough for me to identify. 
 
    “I regret what I did out of necessity,” Kit said solemnly, his voice weary. “It is my calling to protect the Oracle. I have only done what I had to do to keep her safe.” 
 
    I winced. 
 
    Terra’s sharp eyes caught the movement. They lingered on me for a moment. 
 
    “Who were you called by, little brother?” she taunted. “One deviant, rebellious Guardian? One ancient witch?” She spat the word as if it tasted bad to her. 
 
    “Our mother,” Kit said. 
 
    Terra swore. “You dare? You dare to suggest that this was her plan for you?” 
 
    “She had me for this purpose,” Kit said steadily. 
 
    “Our mother was manipulated by a witch and a Fae. She may have been susceptible to a pretty face, just as you appear to be, but she would never have wanted you to stand against me. We are family, Kit. You and I. Not you and this… madwoman.” 
 
    If she thought the term would upset me, she was disappointed. I was far too used to the idea of my inevitable insanity to be bothered by names. 
 
    I was more worried about the bees. Did Terra know where they were? Was her stance strategic? Or did she truly have no idea how close she stood to her goal? 
 
    I made sure my eyes never strayed to the hive where the queen rested. I hoped Kit would do the same. Thought it was possible that Kit hadn’t noticed which of the hives—now standing, thanks to my magic, but empty—the queen had selected as her own. 
 
    “If you think our mother was swayed by a pretty face, you didn’t understand her at all,” Kit said. He’d kept his tone pretty level with his sister until now, but there was an edge there when he spoke about his mother. “She was all about family, but she was also all about doing the right thing. She understood sacrifice and honor. She understood far more than you ever could just how important the bees and oracle are for this world’s survival. She would be devastated if she knew you worked so tirelessly to destroy everything. If you get your way, the world will die. How can you not understand that?” 
 
    “A new world will rise in its place,” Terra said, her face turning blotchy with suppressed emotion. Rage, I thought. “The worlds will unite as one and magic will grow and strengthen. Shifters will be as we always should have been, leaders of the new world. It will be as it should have always been.” 
 
    “How selfless,” Kit scoffed. “This better world of yours just happens to hand you power and status? Why don’t you admit what your true motives are?” 
 
    “Why not?” Terra shot back. “It is the natural order for the strong to take the lead. It benefits everyone, when those who are most fit to rule are the ones with the power.” 
 
    “Have you never heard the idea that those who crave power are those most unfit for it?” Kit asked, his tone light. “Those most fit to rule are those who never wanted to.” 
 
    Terra rolled her eyes. “This isn’t a book, Kit. This is real life. I know you have a hard time understanding the practicalities of the mundane, but your studies aren’t going to help you now.” 
 
    “So… you prefer ignorance and brute strength for your leaders of this new world?” Kit asked, his voice light, yet somehow scathing. “That sounds like a winning combination. You may look down on my education, Terra, but it would have been instructive for you if you’d ever picked up a book. There have been people with the same goals as yours throughout history. And I’ll spoil the ending for you—they were never the good guys.” 
 
    Terra’s eyes flashed. I could almost hear the grinding of her teeth. 
 
    “Hand over the witch and the bees,” Terra commanded, drawing herself up to her full height. “You may think I am completely devoid of mercy, but I will make sure their executions are swift and painless.” 
 
    A detached part of my brain realized that she’d just announced her intention of killing me. 
 
    Oh, well. I was destined to die sooner or later. Public execution was faster than honey madness. 
 
    I’d never expected to come out of this alive. 
 
    “Do the right thing,” Kit said. “Leave here. Forget you ever met Kinley. If you stop now, the crimes you have committed against this world can be forgiven.” 
 
    His words were an intentional echo of hers. I could see Terra’s face tense in response. If she didn’t relax her jaw, soon, she was going to crack her teeth. 
 
    The siblings stared at each other. 
 
    And a bee flew out of the hive a few feet away from Terra and landed lightly on her arm. 
 
    I tried to scream, but all I could manage was a gasp. 
 
    I had no doubt that the bee was my mother in her spirit bee form. 
 
    She was going to force me to accept her choice. 
 
    Terra’s lips curved triumphantly as I stumbled towards her, crying in protest. 
 
    And Kit… just stood there. 
 
    Even as I ran, I could feel his stillness. 
 
    He could have stopped her. He could have shifted and knocked her down. 
 
    I could never move quickly enough to stop what was about to happen. 
 
    Terra’s eyes met mine as she lifted her hand in the air above the bee. 
 
    I plunged towards her, even as she brought that hand down in a swinging arc, swatting down on top of the bee. 
 
    I felt the blow through the center of my existence. It wasn’t just a physical sensation. It reverberated through my heart, my soul, whatever it was that made me who I was and held my place in the universe. 
 
    I screamed now, not for the bee, not for my mother, but for the understanding of Terra’s purpose. 
 
    We had been in this place before. She had murdered a spirit bee in front of me. She learned then what would happen when she did such a thing. 
 
    She was forcing the bees to swarm. 
 
    And when they did, she would be ready. 
 
    This moment, now, would be the end of everything. 
 
    I could already feel the building vibration. It seemed to echo from every corner of the earth. It built up, rattling through my teen and bones. I could feel the earth, the veil, every living organism, inhale in one sharp gasp. 
 
    As they always did, when a spirit bee died, the bees came. 
 
    I could not stop them. 
 
    The bees came. 
 
    I was powerless to do anything at all. I could only stand witness as they answered this final call. 
 
    The bees came to die. 
 
    The last thing I saw before the madness stole me was the form of the tiny spirit bee queen, joining the swarm of vengeance. 
 
    The time of bees was over. 
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    A door slammed somewhere in the house. 
 
    It had been only three days since the world ended. It had been three days ago that my sister had killed the last queen spirit bee. Three days since Kinley collapsed in a hurricane of swarming bees, my sister standing triumphantly over her. 
 
    I’d done nothing. 
 
    Now Kinley’s unending screams of torment followed me wherever I went. I could not move far enough away from her or the house to silence those cries. I’d tried only once. 
 
    She’d stopped breathing. 
 
    Whatever the state of the world or the universe, we were still tied together. 
 
    It didn’t matter that’d I’d betrayed her. 
 
    The one time being a Guardian actually mattered, and I just stood there. 
 
    My brain made a thousand excuses for my behavior, but none of it mattered. It didn’t make a difference why I hadn’t helped her or why I’d broken my promise. 
 
    No excuses in the world could excuse what I’d done by doing nothing. 
 
    Whispers echoed through the hallway. I ignored them. 
 
    The house was full to bursting with ghosts, appearing, disappearing, making comments, sharing suggestions, acting like this was their home, and I was the intruder. 
 
    Because it was their home. 
 
    I was the intruder. 
 
    Generations of bee-witches, all in spirit form, now inhabited this house. I couldn’t escape from them. Not that I deserved to. Even if I stepped outside, I couldn’t escape the spirits. 
 
    There were so many of them. 
 
    I hadn’t seen my mother yet, but I assumed she was out there somewhere. Probably with Terra in the bee-eater camps. 
 
    For some reason, Kinley’s room was the least haunted space in the house. For all I knew, it was the least haunted space left in the entire world. 
 
    There was only one ghost in there. 
 
    Kinley’s mother stood vigil by her daughter’s bedside. 
 
    I couldn’t complain. It might be her fault that her daughter was there, screaming and tormented by things only she could see, but it was my fault, too. I hadn’t stopped her. 
 
    I hadn’t done a thing. 
 
    Terra killed the queen, the bees swarmed, the swarms destroyed by the bee-eaters… and I, Kinley’s Guardian, did not move at all. Not one finger. Not one muscle. 
 
    I wasn’t sure I even blinked. 
 
    The transparent, flickering form of a dragon with the countless legs of a millipede flowed through the wall. It didn’t even acknowledge I was there. Why would it? It was a dragon. 
 
    Not all the spirits were human. 
 
    Kinley’s screams echoed down the hallway outside of her room. Her voice was full of pain and terror. 
 
    Ammon leaned against the wall outside of her room. He was there more often than not, though I’d never seen him set foot inside. He didn’t say anything, as Kinley’s screams crescendoed into a wail that made the hair stand up all over my body. 
 
    He didn’t need to say anything. 
 
    “I’ve tried to reach her,” I said. I could feel that iron stone of guilt that nestled further into my gut at my constant failures. “She’s so far, so lost. I cannot seem to reach her.” 
 
    “She must be nearby,” Ammon said quietly. “There is no spirit plane for her to get lost inside, not anymore. That plane is gone.” 
 
    I nodded. I knew. All the spirits were here, now. 
 
    I ran my hands through my hair. “I’m supposed to be her anchor. I’m supposed to protect her from all of this. Instead… I just stood there! I could have stopped Terra, but I didn’t. I didn’t move at all. I just let all of this happen. And now I can’t do anything. I can’t reach her.” 
 
    “While I generally approve of accountability and self-awareness, I don’t think blaming anyone—let alone try to take the credit or blame entirely yourself—is particularly constructive just now.” Ammon shifted his weight slightly from one leg to the other. His expression was unreadable. I couldn’t read any recriminations in anything he said or did, but I still felt them. 
 
    I just managed not to glare at him. “What do you suggest, then?” I asked, my tone as dry as Death Valley. “Or don’t you have any constructive ideas?” 
 
    Ammon didn’t seem ruffled by my animosity in the least. He frowned slightly to himself. He didn’t seem aware of the group of gossiping ghosts that passed down the stairs beyond us. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to ignore them, the way I did, or if he was just that oblivious. 
 
    “What do you feel when you touch Kinley?” he asked. 
 
    I shook my head. Defeat weighed heavily on me. “It’s… strange. There’s no flashes of memories, no weird worlds, nothing like that—” 
 
    “Which only makes sense, because those things don’t exist anymore,” Ammon pointed out. “The Spirit plane is gone. Who knows what’s happening with the other planes? There’s no other worlds left for you to visit.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Fair point. There’s still something, a sense of a somewhere, but it feels oddly hollow. But expansive. Like I’m being dropped into the middle of endless space. There’s no sensations, no light…” I shuddered. “If she wasn’t screaming, I would think she was gone.” 
 
    Dead, I meant. But I didn’t want to say that out loud. But her body and mind still functioned, somehow. She had to be connected to it still. 
 
    “She has to be there somewhere, if she’s still screaming like that,” Ammon agreed thoughtfully, echoing my own line of thinking. “What if I helped you?” 
 
    “You?” I could hide the shocked skepticism from my voice. “What would you be able to do?” 
 
    Ammon tilted his head with a half shrug. “Nothing. Something. I don’t know. Usually, when you touch her, you get dragged into her world. She gets dragged into yours. You both get hauled off into the ether. Usually, when she touched anyone, she has visions of their lives and memories. She gets dragged into their worlds. When I touch her, it’s just… touch. Nothing happens.” He looked mildly apologetic. 
 
    I preferred it when he looked smug. 
 
    “Right now, when I touch her, all I see is a void,” I said. “You think there might be a change for when you touch her now, too?” 
 
    Ammon raised his palms in a helpless shrug. “I don’t know. We never knew why I could touch Kinley without consequence to begin with.” 
 
    “Fate?” I suggested. I hated to say such a thing. It made my stomach crawl. It was all-too neat of an idea. That he had been chosen for her, to be her safe place, her one dependable space of peace. 
 
    Ammon scoffed at the idea. “No. Not Fate. Something real. There has to be something about me, something finite, that made her abilities slide off of me… or maybe ignore me altogether. There is something different about me.” 
 
    “You’re a blood witch,” I said immediately. “And a shifter.” 
 
    “You’re a shifter,” Ammon said. “And Kinley’s met other shifters, even other wolves. So, it’s clearly not that aspect of me that makes the difference. I have to agree that the most obvious factor is my magic.” 
 
    “Why would a bee-witch not pick up on blood magic? Have you done something that would keep her powers away? Are you shielded from her in some way?” Ammon’s magic always had a sickly sweet scent to it. I found it cloying and nauseating, but Kinley had never shown any signs of being able to sense that. 
 
    “No,” Ammon said. “I’m not keeping her out. It’s not something I’ve done. It’s more organic than that. I think it’s more likely that her magic doesn’t resonate with mine. It can’t sense me because I don’t fall into the same spectrum as her abilities.” He drummed his fingers on the wall behind him. “No, I don’t think it’s even the bee-witch that ignores me. It’s the Oracle.” 
 
    It made a sort of sense. It was the Oracle magics that made Kinley have her visions and dreams, after all. I tried to remember what I’d read about her type of magic. “Oracles are a little of everything, though, if you look at stories. It’s spirit magic. It also encompasses time, past and future, matter, life, death…” 
 
    “Souls,” Ammon said. 
 
    There was something in his voice that made my skin chill as if I’d been dunked in an ice encrusted lake. All of the heat in the hallway vanished in a whispered breath, echoing with that single word. 
 
    I looked around, but I could see no spirits lingering around us to explain the atmospheric change. 
 
    Other than Kinley’s mother, the ghosts tended to avoid this part of the house. They never came too near. 
 
    “Before I met Kinley, I would have scoffed at the idea of souls, you know,” Ammon said casually. 
 
    There was no reason for that statement to raise the hair on the back of my neck. No reason at all. There was no reason for my instincts to all come to high alert. But I found myself in a heightened state, hyperaware of Ammon’s breath, his heart rate, his words. 
 
    “Oracles, souls, bees… it’s all rather fantastical. It would be easier to hold water in a sieve than sort out truths from the clutter. There are too many gods, too many opposing beliefs, too much hypocrisy… The waters are too muddied for any clarity or understanding. The entire concept of souls is tangled up in superstition and manipulation.” Ammon shook his head. 
 
    His cynicism didn’t surprise me. His amusement, even his curiosity, had a flavor to it that left an impression of skepticism. He was the sort of person who preferred to understand why and how things worked. Magic, for him, had to come with a rule book. 
 
    Strange attitude to find in a shifter. Shifter communities tended to be close-knit. We clung to our mystic natures, accepting that magic was part of us and the world. We didn’t question magic, because we were a part of it. We accepted that. 
 
    Ammon didn’t. Maybe that was why he’d turned to Blood magic. Maybe it fed his need to understand in some way. 
 
    “But if you look at it all—souls, magic, Oracles—from outside of the assumption that it was designed by gods or a superior intelligence of some kind, physics says that energy is energy. It cannot be created or destroyed. Energy is transferred or transformed.” His expression turned thoughtful. The drumming of his fingers on the wall halted. “If souls are a form of energy, then I suppose the idea of souls isn’t that repugnant or ridiculous.” 
 
    I waited. 
 
    He paused. There was a stillness around him that felt like the space between heartbeats—the kind of space that felt like the next beat might never come. The pause felt longer than it actually was, weighted with significance. 
 
    “They say blood witches don’t have souls,” Ammon said conversationally. He could have been announcing that he had cereal for breakfast. 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    I must have misheard him. It couldn’t be true. 
 
    “If it’s meant allegorically, it might be true,” Ammon continued. 
 
    I lifted my head and raised my eyebrow, waiting for him to continue. This was my field, my area of study. Yet, here he was challenging my entire knowledge base. 
 
    “Theoretically, all things have an opposite,” Ammon said, intertwining his fingers in front of him and looking intently at them. “Even energy.” 
 
    I inhaled sharply. I could see where he was going now. “You’re saying that Blood magic might make you the anti-energy of spirit energy?” 
 
    Ammon shrugged, looking more discomfited than I’d ever seen him. “At this point, it’s just an idea. It may explain why Kinley’s magic doesn’t react to me. Do I cancel out her magic? Do I ground it? There’s no way to test it. We can see the effect and try to understand the why—but the important question right now is if it will make a difference. Can your connection and my… nullification bring her back?” 
 
    “Why?” I asked. 
 
    Ammon paused quizzically. “Why what? Why would we bring her back?” 
 
    I shook my head impatiently. “Why would blood magic be an anti-spirit energy force? Whatever you would call that. You said blood witches have no souls. Obviously, you weren’t born a blood witch.” I folded my arms across my chest, trying to hide the uneasiness I felt. “What is it about blood magic that would make you untouchable by life or death or… even memory?” 
 
    Ammon’s lips quirked. “It’s nothing nefarious,” he said. “I don’t believe in devils, remember? I have not sold my soul or any part of me. Blood witches are not born. We are always created. It is always a choice. As part of the creation process, we bind ourselves together.” He lifted his clasped hands in front of him, with the fingers intermingled. “We connect ourselves, our lives, our energies, everything together. The magic of blood works because of this connection. With blood, we bind each other, and with blood we gather energy for our magic to work. It’s complicated. But, if high school physics can be adequate, I believe the gravitational, magnetic force that pulls us together, which is the source of our magic, is the anti-energy that would cancel our spirit-energy.” 
 
    “You generate magic with the energy generated by creating pull between separate entities?” I thought for a moment I understood, then the image in my head slipped, and my understanding went with it. 
 
    But… something in the mess and muddle made sense. Solar systems, galaxies  — they were all built of the gravitational pull between matter. There was something there that resonated, even if I couldn’t understand all the pieces. It had to. We could see the effects, if not the causes. We might not have all the whys and hows, but all we needed to know is the what. 
 
    If Ammon could nullify or ground Kinley’s powers, maybe that would be the key to bringing her back. If her magic was damaged or keeping her in a state of terror, maybe the grounding effect of Ammon’s magic would help her reset. 
 
    Ammon shifted slightly. “With your connection to Kinley,” he said delicately, looking a little hesitant, “you have a sort of gravitational pull, too.” 
 
    “Meaning?” I asked warily. 
 
    “I might need a little of your blood,” Ammon announced. 
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    A door slammed behind me. 
 
    It didn’t matter how fast I ran or how many corridors I passed through. All around me, doors open and slammed shut. If I paused, I could see through the doorways. Strange worlds, new places, called to me through those doorways. 
 
    But they always warped and shifted. If I watched long enough, I would see the worlds within degrade. Some burst into flame. Some imploded in on themselves. Dust powdered the floor of the hallways, billowing out of the devastated ruins that lay beyond. 
 
    If I watched long enough, they all fell into ruin. 
 
    I’d stopped watching long ago. 
 
    In the beginning, I searched for something. Now I couldn’t remember why or what. If there was an order to this place, I couldn’t find it. The only consistent element was the existence of doors. 
 
    I rarely thought to wonder if I was alone. I paused at the distant thudding of what could be the treading of giant feet, but the sound stopped just as I did. Perhaps all that existed of life beyond me was nothing but an echo. 
 
    Maybe there were others here, just out of sight. They could be the ones opening the doors around me, only to slam them shut again. Surely the doors could not open themselves. 
 
    The dust thickened. 
 
    There were footprints ahead of me. 
 
    I paused to study them, but they vanished under the increasing blizzard of dust and destruction. I suspected they were my own footprints. It was all that made sense, since I was the only one that existed. 
 
    I ran on. 
 
    Sometimes my feet sank into the dust. Sometimes I could run lightly over the top of it, like a fictional elf over snow. 
 
    I paused, wondering at the image. But as soon as I grasped it, it was gone. 
 
    It turned to dust just like everything else. 
 
    The lights in the hall grew brighter as I ran. They did not flicker, though part of me believed they ought to. The brilliance made it hard to see. It made even the dust seem to shimmer and take on a sort of glow. 
 
    The change was unsettling. 
 
    The walls began to glow as well, a cool, bright light that defied the existence of even the memory of shadows. Closing my eyes against the glare did not help. Even behind my eyelids, all I could see was light. 
 
    I paused to look behind me, but there was nothing there. I’d known it was a mistake to look back. Something inside of me warned that looking back was always a mistake. 
 
    But looking forward hurt too much. 
 
    The click and slam of doors opening and shutting grew muffled and faint. 
 
    I had passed into a new corridor somehow. There were no doorways here. 
 
    Still, the dust congregated around me, building up over my feet. Perhaps I was sinking, but if I was, the entire corridor was as well. 
 
    Into what? I wondered. More corridors? More hallways? 
 
    The hallway behind me was gone. The hallway ahead of me was too bright for me to tolerate. There were no doors, no branches, no escape for me in any direction. 
 
    I tried to run, but the dust was too thick. I couldn’t pull my feet out of the mire. 
 
    It had been powdery before, I remembered. The dust had been so light and dry. It had floated easily on the air, swirling around the doors that held the broken and shattered remnants of… something. 
 
    Worlds, perhaps. 
 
    The same instinct that warned me that looking back was a mistake told me not to look down. 
 
    I didn’t want to look. Even though the mire had turned to sludge and the sludge into something damp and sticky against my skin. I could feel a current in it, tugging at me, trying to direct me. 
 
    I refused to look down. I didn’t want to see. I didn’t want to know. I preferred the blind ignorance of the light to the knowledge of whatever it was that clung to me and pulled at me, harder and harder by the moment. 
 
    I held my hands in front of my face, trying to block out some of the light. My hands looked so small and unfamiliar. The thought I should know my own hands melted through my mind, but unlike the sticky slickness climbing my legs, it melted away and disappeared. 
 
    “The worlds are dying,” a voice said. 
 
    It was a familiar voice, though it was the only voice I had ever heard. I had never even heard my own voice. Yet, this voice felt like something I was well acquainted with. 
 
    The words themselves echoed strangely. The word “world” seemed to overlap with other meanings. Maybe it was “realm”. Maybe it was “plane”. Maybe it was “matter” or “kingdom” or “universe”. Somehow it was all those things and none of them. 
 
    Words could be slippery like that, I supposed. Just as worlds and ideas could be incomprehensible and strange. 
 
    I felt like I was supposed to answer the voice, but I couldn’t. I didn’t know the words. I could not remember how to shape any of them. I could not connect the meaning and the sound together, let alone teach my body—if I even had one—to produce it. 
 
    Speech was such an inefficient concept. 
 
    Existing was such a strange idea. 
 
    Better not to attempt to be real. Real things got hurt and broken. Real things broke and turned to dust. 
 
    Answers needed questions to give them meaning. 
 
    What meaning did I need? 
 
    Something had been lost in translation. 
 
    The thick sticky something reached over my knees by now. It created lingered in eddies and swirls around me, pulling dully at me. It soaked through my clothes. When I tried to brush it away from my legs, it clung to my hands. 
 
    In the cold brilliance of the hallway, I looked at my hands and all I could see was a darkness that defied the bright. Even when I held my hands closer to my face, I could not make out what dripped between my fingers. All I could make out was that it was dark against the light, and viscous. 
 
    And warm. 
 
    A cloying metallic scent filled the back of my mouth. It reeked of life and death. And birth and… death. It choked me, forcing me to splutter and gasp. 
 
    I lost my balance. I reached out with my hands to steady myself against the invisible walls, hidden within their own light, and left a smear of dark against the light. 
 
    I considered the effect. 
 
    I scooped up a handful of the liquid that encased my legs and splashed it against the wall. 
 
    Some of it disappeared entirely, not strong enough to fight against the light. But some of it stuck there, dripping patiently down in rivulets of black and crimson. 
 
    Intrigued, I reached down with both hands and gathered up as much of a wave as I could. I dragged my hands—fingers splayed wide—through the sticky substance. I pushed my arms forward with all my might, splattering the walls. 
 
    The darkness defied the light. 
 
    I stomped my feet. I jumped up and down. I swished my hands and arms, all the way to the shoulders, in the substance, spattering and spraying every inch of wall that I could reach. 
 
    I did not stop until I covered enough of the walls that I could see again. 
 
    There were doors there, still, hidden first by light and now by the black-crimson of the sticky river at my feet. I tried the door handle, but it was locked. I tried another and another. 
 
    They were all locked. 
 
    I paused, looking at the door in front of me. It was just a door. There was nothing remarkable about it. Except, maybe, that it was not spattered with black and crimson like the rest of the hallway. 
 
    The handle would not turn. The door was locked. 
 
    I hesitated. 
 
    I knocked. 
 
    Once, then again. 
 
    Something knocked back. 
 
    I startled backwards at the sound, stumbling a bit in the thick slick that coated all of me by now. I managed to keep my feet. 
 
    I reached out an arm and knocked again. 
 
    “To see what’s beyond the door, you have to remember,” a voice said. 
 
    Strange. It sounded so familiar. 
 
    I couldn’t remember ever hearing a voice before. 
 
    Could I? 
 
    Maybe… 
 
    No. I would remember something like that. 
 
    Remember what, precisely? 
 
    I looked down at my hands. My fingers wanted to stick together. The stuff on them was starting to dry. It cracked, leaving minute rivers and pathways in the lines on my palms. 
 
    “Remember.” I tasted the word. 
 
    It didn’t sound like something I would want. 
 
    Wanting didn’t sound like something I needed to do. 
 
    I needed to run, but I couldn’t. The flood around me was too deep and too thick. 
 
    The door made a knocking sound. I could see the wood of the door itself vibrate. There had to be something on the other side. 
 
    I tried the handle. 
 
    Right. It was locked. I couldn’t open the door. 
 
    There had been a voice. It had said… I needed to remember. 
 
    Remember what? 
 
    “Who?” a voice whispered in the distance. It echoed. “Who, who, who.” 
 
    I giggled and hooted back at it. 
 
    There had been an eagle owl once. An owl that dreamed of being a tiger. That was a funny idea, dreaming. Why would an owl ever want stripes? 
 
    Owls had talons. Tigers had claws. Bears had claws. 
 
    All I had were fingers. 
 
    I grimaced at them, disappointed. 
 
    I could have been an owl if I remembered how to dream. 
 
    There was something on my hands. It was caked on and drying, cracking. It made my skin itch. It felt obscene, red and angry, invading my fingernails and staining my skin. 
 
    I shrieked and threw myself backwards. If it hadn’t been for the wall behind me, I would have fallen. I would have drowned in the liquid that flowed around me. It splashed, coating my hands in a new layer of deep red. 
 
    “No, no, no,” I moaned. 
 
    Blood. I was covered in blood. 
 
    I had coated the walls in a layer of blood. 
 
    I’d been so far gone this time that I hadn’t even recognized the sight or smell of blood. 
 
    The door stood in front of me. The shape of the arched frame and the heavy doorknob seemed to judge me. It waited cynically for me to do something else dramatic and mindless. 
 
    It didn’t matter what a stupid door thought about me, not if I couldn’t get this blood off of me. I was caked in it from head to toe. My hair, my fingers, everything was sticky. The blood grew tackier as it dried. 
 
    I needed to get it off of me. Now. 
 
    I eyed the stubborn door. There was nothing in this hallway that I could use to get clean. Even the cruelly brilliant light of the walls darkened in a coating of blood now. 
 
    Beyond that door, there might be something I could use to get clean. Water. Mud. The vacuum of dark space. 
 
    I wasn’t picky. 
 
    I wrapped my blood-slick hands around the handle of the door, bracing myself against the wall, and pulled it with all my might. 
 
    So, naturally, it flew right open and swallowed me up. 
 
    I heard the door slam shut behind me. 
 
    At first, darkness was all that I could feel around me. It was a gentle darkness. Cool and slightly damp, as if it had just rained and the memory still lingered. 
 
    A soft, warm green and gold glow unfolded in front of me. 
 
    I didn’t have to pause to consider, I walked towards it. It felt so homey and comforting. Somewhere around me, crickets began to sing. I could feel grass beneath my bare feet. 
 
    I looked down at my hands. 
 
    The blood was gone. 
 
    My feet and legs were bare underneath a simple dress. When I cautiously lifted my hand to my hair, I found that it, too, was neatened and, more importantly, clean. 
 
    I wandered deeper. The light enfolded me, welcoming and calm. Tiny wildflowers dotted the grass at my feet. Trees whispered and beckoned across the meadow before me. Aspens sighed and birches tittered, their leaves dancing in hypnotic spins in the cool, healing breeze. 
 
    Somewhere, a mockingbird began to sing. Parts of its song were familiar, but it always moved on before I could quite grasp what I was hearing. 
 
    A lone tree stood in the center of the meadow. The thick trunk was twisted with age and wide enough that a family of bears could have lived inside of it. An abundance of golden-white flowers adorned the tree, voluminous and sparkling like a fairy tale ballgown. The sweet perfume of those flowers was not cloying or bold, but soft, appealing. It did not overwhelm; it welcomed. 
 
    A brilliant red bird—a cardinal, I recognized—darted among the flowers. The scarlet of its wings was bold against the whiteness of the flowers. Another bird joined it, this one a softer, gray-toned orange that reminded me of fall leaves at home. 
 
    Home. 
 
    I craved it. I was terribly homesick. 
 
    I felt like I had been homesick for a long time. 
 
    I drew closer to the tree. If I stretched my neck back as far as it could go, I still couldn’t see where the branches ended. Beneath my feet, the ground made lumps and bumps over the roots below. 
 
    Wonder filled me. It was the sort of wonder and awe a child might feel. It curled through me, cleaning out the cobwebs and dark spaces inside of my mind and soul. Clarity came with it, but clean clarity. I could see and remember everything, but without the heaviness of guilt, shame, or failure. 
 
    “What is this place?” I asked. It was a guileless question. I did not mean to judge or analyze. The question simply filled me and flowed out of my mouth. 
 
    As soon as the question fell from my lips, the answer filled my mind. 
 
    This was a place of choosing. Of becoming. 
 
    As I settled onto one of the great roots at the base of the tree, I looked out over the sea of grass with its nodding abundance of wildflowers. 
 
    I could hear the humming of bees. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Shifters were often accused of acting like they were part of a cult. It made sense. We lived communally, we had very specific rules and guidelines, and we were weird as hell. 
 
    Clasping bloodied palms with a wolf shifter Blood witch over the body of an Oracle was the most cultish thing I had ever done in my entire existence. 
 
    As usual, I couldn’t read from Ammon’s expression if he felt any of the same awkwardness. He’d cut his own palm so casually. I’d felt the need to pretend that the whole process of cutting my own palm didn’t make my stomach churn with nausea. Accidental injuries were one thing. Purposely cutting my hand with a knife was not within my comfort zone. 
 
    But my pride wouldn’t let Ammon see me flinch. 
 
    It didn’t bleed as much as I expected. It was still unpleasantly damp and sticky, holding the hand of a man I barely knew and wasn’t sure if I trusted. 
 
    The ghost of Kinley’s mother didn’t look concerned in the least bit by our antics. I decided to take that as a good sign. 
 
    “What now?” I asked. 
 
    Ammon frowned slightly, his expression thoughtful. I’d initially assumed that he was reckless and spontaneous sort of person, but I’d learned that he never did anything without thoughtful consideration first. 
 
    I could respect that. 
 
    Not that I wanted to. 
 
    Liking Ammon or respecting him just didn’t play well with my irrational desire to punch him in the face. It wasn’t a noble instinct. I knew it came from my own powerlessness and jealousy. 
 
    I was going to let the irrational part of my brain have this one. 
 
    If this guy helped me save Kinley and the world somehow survived, then maybe I might consider accepting that he was a friend. 
 
    Maybe. 
 
    We stood across Kinley’s bed from each other, our hands meeting over the middle, hovering over Kinley’s thrashing, screaming body. Her voice was almost gone now. In a way that was a mercy. The rasping cries hurt to listen to, but they didn’t strike terror into every heart within hearing distance, as the wailing screams had. The uncanniness of those screams felt more haunting than the entire houseful of ghosts. Nothing hit the primordial instincts quite like a woman’s screams. 
 
    “We should touch her,” Ammon said. “At the same time. The exact same time.” His expression warned me to take that seriously. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Her forehead is probably easiest,” he said. “We need to time this precisely.” 
 
    I nodded again. “I get it,” I said a little gruffly. 
 
    Ammon hesitated, but he nodded. 
 
    “Should we… hold hands there, too?” I asked. There was no way to word the question without it coming out awkwardly. I could feel the tip turning red. It wasn’t that I found the idea of holding hands with another man embarrassing. Shifters were touchy-feely in general. It was this situation and this man that made everything so uncomfortable. 
 
    At least he didn’t make it worse. 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” Ammon said, his tone thoughtful. 
 
    We spent the next couple of minutes figuring out the proper configuration of our hands to make sure we touched Kinley’s forehead at the same time while “keeping the circuit closed” as Ammon stated it. 
 
    We counted down silently together, leaned forward, and pressed our joined hands to Kinley’s forehead. 
 
    I’d gone into this knowing that I wanted a miracle. I would have taken acts of God with angels playing on trumps and harps, singing in glorious harmony. I would have been fine with a dancing gnome appearing and demanding a firstborn child in payment. 
 
    It was the strangest sensation. I could feel and see the hollow emptiness that had replaced the chaos that I saw whenever Kinley and I touched. But I was also aware of Ammon and the room where Kinley thrashed and screamed in her bed underneath our hands. 
 
    “Call her,” Ammon murmured softly. His voice was barely louder than a whisper and strangely hypnotic. 
 
    I could feel something there, pulsing through the air, but also where our bloodied hands were joined. It spread from that point through my veins, not heat, just a gentle cool energy. But it was full of power. It felt nothing like any power I’d felt before. If all the magic I knew was white light with all the rainbow tucked into it, this magic was the entire lack of light and color. 
 
    It wasn’t evil, I recognized. It wasn’t naturally nefarious. It was just different. Instead of pushing me away, that difference made a connection. It snapped together like opposing magnets, creating an energy that embraced light and dark, color and shadow, life and death. 
 
    For the first time, I understood why a shifter might embrace Blood magic. 
 
    “Kinley,” I called into the hollow deepness. 
 
    I could feel our joined power flow into the darkness as I called to her. The space did not brighten or change in any visible way, but I thought the hollowness of the space felt a little less empty. 
 
    I reached for the sensation that was Kinley. I would know that feeling anywhere. I could feel Ammon’s power with mine as I reached out, blindly seeking the pull of her energy, of her soul. 
 
    It had to be here somewhere. 
 
    She had to be here somewhere. 
 
    “Wait,” Ammon said, nearly pulling me out of my connection with Kinley altogether. “Do you feel that? There’s something…” 
 
    I tried to open myself up to whatever he might be experiencing. Like it or not, Ammon was far more familiar with magic than I was. He was sensitive to it in ways I never would be. 
 
    I tried to picture myself as receptive, to not even think, just feel. 
 
    Ammon’s energy tugged gently. Not to one side because there were no sides in this space, but that’s how my mind interpreted it. 
 
    I steadied my breathing and tried to be nothing but a blank slate. 
 
    Kinley, I thought. I repeated it over and over again in my mind like a mantra. Kinley. Kinley. Kinley. 
 
    “There,” whispered Ammon. 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered back. “I feel it.” 
 
    What a mistake we had made. Of course Kinley was here, we had known that. We’d hunted the dark hollowness for her, for any trace of her. 
 
    Without Ammon’s help, I would have missed the truth. She was not in the hollow darkness at all. 
 
    She was the hollow darkness. 
 
    I’d been looking too closely to see her at all. I’d been using a microscope to study an elephant. She was not cowering away in here somewhere, lost and afraid. 
 
    She was right here. She always had been. 
 
    Trapped, yes, but not lost. 
 
    With that realization, I felt the edges of our frayed connection smooth over and fit back into place. With it, I could feel Ammon’s cool, strange power flow, both countering our bond and strengthening it. 
 
    His magic did react strangely to Kinley’s. It did not see him, so it did not protect her from him. And it allowed me to reach that final point of contact, sparking a sort of awareness. 
 
    In her room, Kinley stopped screaming. 
 
    Ammon pulled back. It snapped me out of my trance. I could still feel Kinley there, back in my awareness again, but I was no longer in the same space. 
 
    “What? Why did you do that?” I demanded. “We were so close!” 
 
    Ammon shook his head slightly as he disengaged from my hand. He cleaned his hand with a wet wipe and offered me another one. 
 
    “She needs to come out of this on her own now,” he said. “The important thing is that she can, now.” His expression turned inward. “You are her anchor. It’s a fascinating thing. Or maybe you are her grounding wire.” He smiled slightly, shaking his head. “Now that she is connected to you again and has that line, it’s up to her to find her way back.” 
 
    I growled. “No. We need to get back in there and drag her back.” 
 
    “If you do that, you’ll break her,” Ammon snapped. “Have you learned absolutely nothing? You can’t force people to change. You can’t force people to grow. You’re not supposed to. All you’re supposed to do is be a safe space for her. You’re not meant to guide her or fix her. That has to come from her. All you’re supposed to do is be here.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest. 
 
    Ammon’s eyes flashed at me. “If you do not let her find her own way, you will break her,” he said firmly. “Give her the space she needs to heal and learn what she needs to. You are her Guardian. Guard her well-being. Even if it is from you. Her safety may be your responsibility, but her choices and her life are not.” 
 
    I could feel my face flush. 
 
    “You have a powerful sense of justice, Kit. You have very strong convictions of right and wrong and purpose. But you are not her guide or her mentor. She hasn’t asked you to educate her. It is not your place. Back off.” There was no ire in Ammon’s eyes, but a cold calm that dared me to take offense. 
 
    My instinct was to fight. I wanted to break down walls and set things right. I couldn’t just sit here and do nothing. I was born for action, to keep things moving. 
 
    “You cannot tell another person how to live, even to help them,” Ammon said. His tone was gentle. “We, as men and shifters, are taught that we are in control. That we are entitled to the shaping of the world and those around us. She does not owe you her life. She does not owe you, or me, or the world anything. You cannot control what happens next. You can only control your part in it.” 
 
    He nodded to me and the ghost of Kinley’s mother, half-bowed to the now-quiet Kinley, and left the room. 
 
    The ghost at the foot of the bed let out a deep sigh. 
 
    I glanced at her in surprise. 
 
    I’d assumed that Kinley’s room and the area around it had fewer ghosts because of Kinley’s abilities. Only now did I realize that I hadn’t seen any ghosts around Ammon. 
 
    He’d spent all the time since Kinley’s collapse in the hallway outside of Kinley’s room. 
 
    It was Ammon’s energy that had kept the ghosts away. It was his presence that had protected her from the myriad of rampaging spirits. 
 
    A knot of guilt curled in my stomach. 
 
    Here I was, her Guardian, and he had done more to guard her than I had. 
 
    He’d always been the one to notice what she needed and give it to her. He didn’t treat her with deference. He treated her… 
 
    Like a person. 
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    I hadn’t, though, had I? 
 
    I’d tried to force her to do the right thing. Or, at least, what I saw as the right thing. I’d tried to push her boundaries and make her do what I thought was right. And when someone treated her like a friend and offered her comfort, what did I do? I became jealous and selfish. 
 
    I thought I loved her. 
 
    When I thought about her, everything felt amplified. She was stubborn and resilient, and fragile, and had absolutely no sense of self-preservation. She was brittle and sensitive, yet oddly fearless at times. 
 
    What I’d been doing to her wasn’t love. 
 
    Ammon was right. 
 
    Why the hell did that bastard have to be right? 
 
    If I had to make her better, if I had to make her fit my expectations, if I had to change her… 
 
    That was not love. 
 
    If I couldn’t appreciate her now, as a whole person, then I didn’t love her. I loved a fantasy of who I wanted her to be. 
 
    The romance of the Great Bear and the Oracle was a compelling story. Her gifts, his strength. Together they would fix the broken world, be a force for good. It was a lovely idea. An epic love story to last throughout the ages. 
 
    Forgetting, of course, that most lasting love stories were tragedies. 
 
    But what about the story of Kit and Kinley? 
 
    Did I love her or did I love the idea of her? 
 
    I didn’t want to leave her bedside. I wanted to protect her. I wanted to make things right. 
 
    But I couldn’t. 
 
    And loving her didn’t make a difference. Just like her magic, her life, everything—her love was her own. I couldn’t make her love me back. I couldn’t make her want the things I wanted. 
 
    That wasn’t love either. If she had to capitulate her own life and dreams to follow mine… that wasn’t love either. 
 
    If I loved Kinley, and not just a reflection of myself and what I wanted her to be, then I needed to respect her personhood. I couldn’t see her as something precious that needed to be preserved. I needed to see her as the equal she was. 
 
    If I couldn’t do that, I’d never loved her at all. 
 
    I’d only loved myself. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kinley 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The warmth of the sun made me drowsy. I drifted in and out of sleep, leaning against the trunk of the great tree. I had the sense that I could not linger here long, but that the time to leave was not yet. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see a small offering on the top of a smooth stone near me. A chunk of honeycomb oozed fragrant golden honey next to a pile of what looked vaguely like some sort of apple, but were much smaller. When I bit into one, the juice was sharp. The flesh of the fruit was crisp, almost too firm to bite into. It played well with the overwhelming sweetness of the honey. 
 
    I’d tasted all kind of honey. None had ever tasted quite like this. The bees had been feasting on some sort of flower. It was light in color, and held tones of citrus, vanilla, and something vaguely reminiscent of jasmine. It was powerfully sweet. Even with the tart counterpoint of the apples, I had to go in search of water. 
 
    I found a stream on the other side of the tree. 
 
    I considered it for a moment before drinking. 
 
    I was pretty sure that I was not in the real world anymore. I didn’t think I’d fallen into any of the other planes, either. This place was too serene, too perfect to be real. I would probably be safe from pollutants and waterborne diseases. 
 
    I dipped my cupped hands into the stream. The water was icy cold, so much so that it made my fingers and my teeth ache. The water itself was clean-tasting and pure. Some people might say that water was flavorless, but this one was better than any I’d tasted. It was just how water should be. 
 
    It slaked my thirst. I let the flowing water play over my wrist and fingers, washing away the last stickiness from the honeycomb. 
 
    I wandered back to the tree. 
 
    Somehow, it did not surprise me to see that a figure sat there. 
 
    It only made sense, considering the appearance of the honeycomb. I had yet to hear of any bees that made honey deliveries to sleeping maidens, even in fairy tales. 
 
    The woman who sat there did not take up much physical space, though that realization came with a shock, since her energy made her feel much more expansive. She had no clear race that I could determine, but she seemed to encompass all of them. I tried to identify something, anything, about her appearances, but they defied my grasp. Her features, her hair, her form—they did not change in front of my eyes, but they seemed to encompass all things all at the same time. 
 
    A circlet of bees sat on her brow, humming happily to themselves. More bees rested in her hair, against the hollow of her throat, circling around her arms like living bands of gold. 
 
    She smiled at me. There was joy and sorrow in equal measure in that smile. 
 
    “Come, sit with me,” she said. And her voice was every voice and no voice I’d ever heard at once. And I did not know if I heard it with my ears or felt it in my soul, or even if the words came from her lips or from the earth beneath my feet. 
 
    I moved to sit at her feet, but she patted the space beside her. I sat there, close enough to catch the warm scent of life and sunlight, honey, flowers, and the wistful breath of something that spoke of childhood and home. 
 
    I did not speak. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t want to break the silence. It was not a heavy silence, but a calm one. The lazy humming of the bees, the soft sighs of the aspen leaves, the sharper whisper of the long blades of grass in the cool breeze… they offered me a space among them unstintingly. They asked for nothing but my existence in return for my welcome. 
 
    “You have been here before,” the woman said. “Countless times. You may not remember, of course. It is easier when we do not remember.” 
 
    “Have I?” I asked lazily, leaning against the tree. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” the woman said. “You were born here.” 
 
    She smiled gently at my confused expression. “All of my bees are born here,” she said. She laughed softly and suddenly. “In your world, they say that bees were born from Osiris’s tears. One story even says that bees were created by the gods our of lazy men.” She shook her head with a fond expression that also held a cool censure. “The gods always seek to take credit. They are like children that way.” 
 
    I nodded, not knowing how to respond to that statement. 
 
    “Bees were not created by the gods,” the woman said. “They predate the gods. They predate your world and countless worlds. There have always been bees.” 
 
    I felt my throat close up with grief. “There are no more bees,” I said. “They were all destroyed.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she hummed absently. She brushed a delicate fingertip against the back of a fuzzy bee that walked across the back of her hand. “Yes. In your world, that is true.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose in confusion. “But not… your world?” 
 
    She laughed again, softly and gently. “I do not have a world, child. I do not even have a name.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to protest, but a light in her eyes made me stop. It was an expression of both forgiveness and condemnation. 
 
    “I am unimportant,” the woman said. “I am here because of you.” 
 
    “Me?” I asked, my voice squeaking slightly. 
 
    She nodded, approachable and queenly. 
 
    “All bees are born here,” she said. “True bees. Spirit bees, you would say. Before the worlds, the galaxies, the universes and beyond, ever found form or meaning, bees existed. I say ‘born’, but you always existed. I should say ‘awakened’. For bees and bee-witches have existed for as long as souls have and from them comes energy and matter and life…” 
 
    “How can this be?” I asked. 
 
    “Do you truly not know?” she asked, her tone not unkind. “A bee—a true bee, a spirit bee—awakens here. They feed the spirits, the worlds, the spaces between them. They live lives, they die, they reawaken, stronger and closer to what they should become. On and on.” She made a flourish with her fingers, making the wings of the bees on her hand flash in the sunlight like rare jewels. 
 
    I thought of my mother and her claim that bee-witches became spirit bees. 
 
    The woman nodded. “Yes, but no. You were always bees. Bees first, then bees again, more and more until the end.” She raised both her hands, palms up. 
 
    “The end?” I asked. 
 
    She shook her head slowly. “I can see the gathering, the progression, but even I cannot see the Ending. Perhaps there is none. Perhaps it is always expansion and abundance.” 
 
    “What does this mean to me?” I asked. 
 
    Her lips curved, both maternal and cruel. “You are the oracle because of the lives and progressions you have lived. You have chosen again and again to serve the spirits, at any cost and sacrifice. It is again a time of choosing.” 
 
    “But I failed,” I whispered. “The bees are all dead.” 
 
    “There is one bee left on your world,” the woman said, touching my chin with her finger and lifting my eyes to hers. “And you must choose whether to move on to another world or stay at a great price and attempt to save the one you have loved and served for so long.” 
 
    “Me?” My vision blurred. “But I can’t! I’m too weak. I’m too…” I gestured towards myself. 
 
    “I see you,” the woman said simply. A thousand layered meanings danced through those three words. 
 
    “I can’t do this,” I whispered. 
 
    “You can,” the woman said. “The only question is—what do you choose?” 
 
    “I-I…” I stammered. 
 
    “There is always choice,” she said, kind and condemning. “It must be yours to make. You have made choices a thousand times, a million times. I am only here to remind you of your choices and show you what may lie ahead, depending on your choice this time.” 
 
    The only way I could respond was to nod my head. 
 
    She raised her hands and showed me countless images—all lives, past and present. All possibilities. 
 
    When she was finished, she lowered her hands again and looked at me. 
 
    “This cannot be in my hands,” I whispered. 
 
    “Then whose?” she responded, gentle and caustic. “Why not yours? If you do not choose, that is also a choice. No one can make this choice for you. It is your life. Your choice.” 
 
    “Will I remember?” I asked, already knowing the answer. “If I choose to go back and… fix everything. Will I remember what I’ve seen and learned?” 
 
    “No,” she said. She pursed her lips slightly. “Perhaps. Some. You are an oracle. You are advanced. There are things you see that others would not. But it will not be like it is now. Your mind would not be able to understand.” 
 
    “Will I remember that I choice and why?” I asked. For some reason, this felt urgent to me. 
 
    Her eyelashes swept across her cheek as she looked down into her cupped hands. As I watched, her cupped palms filled with bees. The bees did not seem to mind at all. They climbed over each other happily, humming to themselves. 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. “But choice is not a matter of a moment. Choices must be made again and again. And most choices, you must face on your own. I am only here to give you clarity. You called to me when you opened the door.” 
 
    I thought back to the corridor, the blood, and the arched doorway. 
 
    “This place calls you when you need it.” She looked around at the meadow and the trees. “It has been a very long time since you have visited here.” 
 
    Curiosity stirred inside of me. “How long?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “Forever. No time at all.” The words overlapped until the contradicting statements created one word that defied understanding. 
 
    “You cannot make this choice for anyone but yourself,” the woman said. “You cannot do what must be done if you do it for the people or the world. It must be done properly. Your choice. Your life. Yours and yours alone.” 
 
    I made a sound of protest. 
 
    “If you choose to go back to save someone you care about, what happens when that person is lost? You cannot make this choice dependent on any expectation. You must choose on your own accord for your own benefit or detriment. You can move on to another world. You have loved this one world for so long. Far longer than most bees persist. Or you can return to your world and what awaits you there. But the choice must be made correctly. You cannot take it back once it is made. It is you that must live with your choice. It is you that will remember.” 
 
    “Will you stay with me until I decide?” I asked. 
 
    Her lips curved as she shook her head. “No. I have already shown you all that there is to share. I have said and done all I can. I must go now. And you cannot linger. You must choose. For yourself.” 
 
    I closed my eyes against the sweet breath of warmth that pressed briefly against my forehead. A swirl of the scent of flowers and starlight danced across my senses. A swarm of bees circled around me, the low thrum of their combined humming vibrating through my bones. 
 
    Then she was gone. 
 
    I knew my time was coming to an end, but still I lingered. I wandered slowly through my meadow. I watched the bees fly among the flowers, drinking nectar, napping in the pollen-filled cups of petals. These were not spirit bees, I knew. Just bees like the ones I’d had at home. 
 
    Home. 
 
    I knew what home held for me. 
 
    There would be no bees there. 
 
    For all the talk of bees predating gods and the visions of my existence as a spirit bee and oracles, I was still Kinley. I could see my lives, my world, my timeless existence, and I knew they were part of me. But though they were mine, they also weren’t. 
 
    I was still Kinley. 
 
    I was myself. 
 
    The me that had to make this choice was Kinley. Not a timeless creature. Not some magical or spiritual force in the universe—or was that supposed to be universes? 
 
    I had to make this choice. 
 
    Not bee-witch, not oracle, not spirit or goddess or… 
 
    Me. 
 
    The door appeared across the meadow. 
 
    It had not been there all day, but it reappeared now. 
 
    There was only one door. I could only hope that it knew better than I did what choice I was going to make. I knew the woman had been right. This had to be a choice. And it had to be mine, not for or because of anyone or anything else. 
 
    The bees in the meadow made bee-line towards the door. As I watched, they covered the entirety of it with their tiny bodies. They encrusted it like barnacles until it looked like the door itself was a living and breathing entity. 
 
    One thing I knew from the visions the woman had shared—I had never been alone before. 
 
    If I went back to my world, I would be the only bee left. I would be going back to a world that had no bees. 
 
    I would be alone. 
 
    My friends would be gone. 
 
    I did not know how to exist without them. 
 
    My entire soul, my entire understanding of existing, had always been tied to the bees. 
 
    How could I return to a place where they couldn’t follow? How could I go somewhere that had destroyed my friends so cruelly? 
 
    I couldn’t, of course. 
 
    I wasn’t being asked to. No one demanded anything of me. 
 
    This was my choice. 
 
    My choice. 
 
    I had to choose. 
 
    I took my last few steps towards the doorway. The bees took up a chorus of hums in response. The resonance made my entire body shiver. I reached out my hand and they parted, revealing the door handle. 
 
    I grasped it in my trembling hand. 
 
    The door swung open. 
 
    I stepped through. 
 
    “Goodbye,” I whispered. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Someone knocked at the door. I’d tried to ignore the knocking, but this time, the person on the other side refused to give up. 
 
    There had been knocks before now. My sister, the bee-eaters, probably others, too. I’d been too preoccupied with Kinley’s incessant screaming to deal with any of them. 
 
    I was dimly aware of the movements outside the house. Terra hadn’t left, though I would have expected her to. Others had arrived and left. I hadn’t taken much thought for any of it. 
 
    I’d been too focused on Kinley. 
 
    Even in the house, I knew that the ghost problem was getting worse. 
 
    The only reason I opened the door at all was because of the strange mouse-sized dragon-ish creature that had run across the floor in the living room that morning. 
 
    It hadn’t even paused when it crossed paths with Ammon. That’s how I’d realized it wasn’t a ghost at all, but a real living thing. 
 
    I’d caught it by the tail, hoping to fling it outside, but it had turned on me. One flash of angler-fish style teeth, and I decided that cohabitation was a better option than losing a limb. 
 
    Still, when the knocking on the door persisted, I was much more motivated than usual to answer. 
 
    Ammon stood vigil outside of Kinley’s room, so I wasn’t too concerned that we might be under attack or that she would be harmed. Ammon was more than capable of keeping her safe. 
 
    I’d come a long way over the past few days. Learning to trust Ammon and not have to be in control every moment of every day was part of that. 
 
    The pounding on the door continued. 
 
    “I’m coming,” I shouted. “Hold your horses.” 
 
    “I don’t know about horses,” a wry voice returned through the door, “but there was an army of centaurs this morning. Does that count?” 
 
    I swung open the door to see an entire conclave of visitors. 
 
    I only vaguely recognized the Guardians, now standing near my Great Bear father, Marc. My sister and a few shifters—some I recognized, and some I didn’t—stood partly behind the other Guardians. A very tall, very slight being with pointed ears and dark hair stood by a much smaller figure with a crown of ivy on a thatch of curly red hair. I thought I saw a flicker of flame behind them all—was that a dragon? 
 
    In the lead stood Cailleach, dressed in her usual layers of sweaters, coats, jackets, hats and cloaks. Her no-color eyes burned brightly into mine. 
 
    “It’s time we had a chat,” she said briskly. 
 
    I started to step backwards to invite them in, then hesitated. 
 
    “I don’t believe there’s enough room in here for everybody,” I said. “Maybe I should come out instead.” 
 
    Cailleach nodded. “Good thinking. We wouldn’t want to break the house any further.” She squinted in the direction of the stairs. “Why don’t you invite that bee-witch?” 
 
    “Kinley’s unconscious still,” I said, a little stiffly. 
 
    Cailleach made a dismissive gesture. “Not her. Her mother. The ghost. The meddlesome one. She should join the council.” 
 
    The council? 
 
    I blinked, but decided against arguing. I trusted Cailleach to keep everyone else in hand if trouble arose. 
 
    I hurried up the stairs to explain the situation to Kinley’s mother and Ammon, who leaned in the doorframe while I explained, so as to give Kinley’s mother enough space. 
 
    “I think we all need to be there,” I said, eyeing Ammon. “Do you think Kinley will be safe for a little while?” 
 
    He considered. “What do you think?” 
 
    I hesitated. “I want you there—I can count on you to be level-headed and explain things properly. But I’m worried about Kinley’s safety.” 
 
    Ammon nodded. “Yes, I agree on both points. I think you’re more needed at a meeting than I am.” 
 
    Kinley’s mother stirred. “I can get another ghost to watch her,” she said, her voice barely a breath. “If he’s gone.” She nodded her head towards Ammon, smiling slightly. 
 
    Ammon raised an eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Your call,” he said. 
 
    I took that as the expression of trust I knew he intended it to be. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I need you there. The bee-witch ghosts can keep an eye on Kinley and raise the alarm if there’s any change.” I didn’t have to express my doubts that there would be any change. There hadn’t been in days. 
 
    Ammon knew it just as well as I did. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    Kinley’s mother gathered together her group of ghosts to watch her daughter while Ammon and I headed out into the backyard to join the rest of the… council. 
 
    I was oddly grateful to see that the entire backyard hadn’t been decimated over the past few days. There was still some damage from the slaughter of the bees and Terra’s invasion, but it looked like some efforts had been made to straighten things up. The flowerbeds looked mostly intact, though there were unfamiliar plants that seemed to be spreading among the more familiar types. 
 
    More than just ghosts were leaking between the planes, I figured. I’d been so focused on Kinley’s situation that I had more or less ignored what was going on outside of the house. 
 
    That might have been a major mistake. 
 
    I would have expected everyone to be broken up into camps or sides, separated by their opposing beliefs. But, the more I looked out at the smaller group in the seating area around Kinley’s firepit and the larger groups beyond, I could see no distinguishing or separation at all. Even those I would have expected species to species weren’t as distinct as I typically would have seen. 
 
    What I did see were guarded expressions all around. Nearly every face carried the slightly rigid gaunt look of people who were living their own personal nightmares. Even the faces of people and species of creatures I did not have names for had a sort of recognizable tension. 
 
    Everyone here was in full survival mode. 
 
    My bear grumbled slightly. He’d been mostly quiet the past several days. It was my fault. My anguish over just standing there, instead of defending Kinley or choosing to stand with my sister, had turned into rage. I’d turned that rage inwards. 
 
    If my bear and I had been on good terms, and in agreement over Kinley, I would never have frozen like that. Maybe I would have made a choice that I would have regretted, but it would have been a choice. It had been more than indecision. For the first time in my existence, my bear and I were so out of sync that we couldn’t function. 
 
    Maybe I could have tried to realign myself. I could have attempted better communication with my inner bear-self. I could have analyzed everything and found a way to reconnect with all parts of myself. 
 
    Anger had been easier. 
 
    As a result, my bear’s presence was muted. His energy was almost tentative. That wasn’t bearlike. He was a manifestation of the lost Great Bears. He was powerful and mighty, wise and majestic. He was from a lost extinct species, the last and only of his kind. He was not tentative. He was powerful. He was bold. He was relentless. 
 
    We were so out of sympathy with each other at this moment that I wasn’t sure I’d be able to shift, even if I needed to. 
 
    I’d done that to him. To us. 
 
    I’d been destroying a lot of relationships recently. 
 
    Still, he stirred now, snuffling and looking around. He was wary of a group like this, not knowing who was friend or foe. 
 
    I appreciated that. I felt the same way. 
 
    One presence among the strangers and the familiar faces was a space of calm in the disorder. Cailleach sat on a wooden deck chair, enigmatic, ancient, and unmoving. 
 
    I gravitated towards her. Ammon moved in another direction, towards where I could see his sister, Ella, and the other members of his shifter clan. Behind me, coming out of the house, I could feel the icy draft that told me Kinley’s mother had joined me. 
 
    There was a seat for me, I discovered, not next to Cailleach, but not far from her. I assumed that the smaller gathering, closer to the firepit, was fleshed out with representation from each party present. There were more unfamiliar faces and types of beings than there were familiar ones. 
 
    I glanced askance at the enormous head of a dragon, resting not far from where I was seated. My entire life, I’d been told dragons might not have ever existed. And, if they did exist, they’d been extinct for longer than my type of bear. 
 
    Yet, here was a dragon. I wanted to pause and appreciate its beauty. I wanted to study it and ask a million questions. For me, this was the greatest sort of opportunity. 
 
    And I simply could not pause to do any of it. 
 
    The dragon, at least, was recognizable. There were too many forms and shapes for me to be able to process them all. Tusks, fur, scales—both the dry and slippery type—tentacles, and even branches… I thought I had imagined every form that life could take, even the fantastical. But my imagination had proved inadequate to match the reality. 
 
    The child with the red curls and crown of leaves sat next to Cailleach. Despite the russet tone of his hair, he had the warm brown skin of someone who had spent his entire life outside. With his slightly up-turned nose, and grinning, open expression, he should have been easily dismissed as cute. 
 
    But the energy around him was formidable. It was possibly even as strong as Cailleach’s magic. There was a kind of kinship between their powers, but they were not the same. The resonance between their powers warned me that the child was more than he appeared, just as Cailleach was more than she appeared to be. 
 
    It would be dangerous for anyone to dismiss him as anything other than More. 
 
    My father, Marc, sat on the other side of the boy. On Marc’s other side sat a woman that could have been his twin, but with very different coloring. If her eyes hadn’t been the darkest, deepest black, I would have thought she had albinism. Her skin was pale, moonlight pale, and her hair seemed to have no color at all, but acted like a prism, casting light around it in strange ways. She wore a broach on the breast of her heavy coat, surely unnecessary on a warm day such as this, that bore the visage of a gorgon on it. Unlike in most art, the gorgon was not snarling, but calm. 
 
    Behind her, and slightly to one side, sat a man with bristling brown hair. Unlike the woman, he was shorter than Marc, and possibly twice as broad, though Marc was a broad man. He was roughhewn, but not ugly. In fact, like Marc and the woman, he carried an unearthly sort of beauty. 
 
    Here were three of the true Guardians accounted for, I realized. I did not know how many there were, but Cailleach had told me that the original Guardians had been a group of Fae and others who had protected the universe since the beginning of time. 
 
    They had also, all except Marc, agreed to let the bee-eaters win and force the spirit plane to exist. 
 
    The last time I’d seen my father, he’d been preparing to fight the other Guardians so that Kinley and I could escape. He had been a Guardian, too, and claimed he still was one, even if he didn’t agree with the decisions the others had made. 
 
    And here they sat, next to each other. If there seemed to be an invisible wall between the woman and my father, it might have just been my imagination creating it. 
 
    My eyes almost skipped over the shadow figure that took up the next space in the circle. I wasn’t sure that it was sitting. It hovered there, a mass of shadows and darkness. There was an occasional flicker of something in the flowing cloak of deepest black that surrounded it. Tentacles of some sort? I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    There were tree people, with skin of bark and hair tangles with leaves and flowers. They were not tree-spirits, like the dryads I had known about. Perhaps they were closer to Tolkien’s ents, but that did not fully express the wild branches and roots, the constant movement and humming, creaking and sighing. They were never still, never peaceful, always watching with great, wild eyes unlike any I’d ever seen in any creature. 
 
    They should not have been terrifying. Yet, like the boy, they were. 
 
    One the circle went. There could only have been thirty of us, including Ammon, Ella, Kinley’s mother, and even my sister, Terra. Yet I doubted there had ever been a more diverse gathering in the history of this world and all its planes combined. The person to close the circle, sitting on Cailleach’s other side, was the tall, slender dark-haired figure I had seen when I first opened the door. 
 
    I briefly caught the eye of the shifter standing behind my sister. Philip nodded briefly to me. In human form, he was a quiet, unassuming First Nation Australian man with an engaging habit of telling stories in his gentle voice. As a shifter, he was a two-ton, twenty-foot long, saltwater crocodile. He’d appeared at my home camp originally as a result of my shifter genealogical study. 
 
    There were only twenty saltwater crocodile shifters in our world and Philip told me they could be extremely territorial. 
 
    Enough so that it appealed to him to live so far away from any source of saltwater. 
 
    He was also the only shifter I’d trusted with keeping my belongings safe from my sister after I left the camp. 
 
    I nodded to him. And to Greta, the owl shifter, who stood not far away from him. Not part of the group, but close enough to see and hear everything that might happen. 
 
    Everyone, except for the trees, went more or less quiet. Conversations stuttered to a halt. Expectation hung heavily over all of our heads. 
 
    Cailleach stared steadily back at me when I turned my head to look at her. 
 
    “Well,” she said. “Are you going to call the meeting into order? There’s a lot to discuss and very little time.” She made an impatient gesture. “You’re in charge here, young man. Now act like it!” 
 
    I just barely managed not to gape at her. 
 
    I cleared my throat, trying not to stare at the unfamiliar faces and working hard not to avoid the weight of my sister’s presence. She had not looked up from her hands once since I’d arrived in the circle. 
 
    Kinley’s mother patted my back with ghostly fingers, sending a chill straight down my spine. Her touch was icy and cruel, but I appreciated the kindness behind the gesture. 
 
    Across the circle from me, I caught Marc’s eye. He nodded slightly. 
 
    I drew in a deep breath and squared my shoulders. “Welcome, everyone,” I said. “Why don’t we hear reports from all sides so we can have a clear understanding of everything that needs to be addressed? Marc, why don’t we begin with you?” 
 
    I paused just a moment, wondering how everyone would be able to understand each other. We had struggled with a language barrier at times as a mixed pack, back at home. If we couldn’t communicate, how would we be able to sort anything out? 
 
    But someone—my guess was Cailleach—had already thought of that issue. I could feel the weight of magic around me, even sense that it was translating and reforming the words Marc spoke so that everyone in the circle could understand what was being said. 
 
    I did not interrupt the stories as we went around the circle. I felt it was important to hear from everyone before we fell into any sort of discussion. Only rarely did I have to remind the others in the circle to respect the one speaking. 
 
    I could do nothing about the whispered commentaries outside of the immediate circle. I decided it was best just to ignore them. 
 
    They spoke each in turn, explaining how they’d come to be here, what they had faced, what was happening to their worlds. One person—I had no point of reference for what they were other than the vaguely resembled a sort of otter—broke down as they explained the influx of spirits, followed by their degradation, and the diminishing of their own world over the past several days. They had gone to their Guardian who, preoccupied with trying to salvage their plane of existence, had sent them on to Cailleach and Marc. 
 
    Who had brought them here? 
 
    What was I supposed to do? I wondered. 
 
    This was not some enemy that we could fight, no matter how mighty our numbers might become. 
 
    The stories continued on in the same frightening vein. 
 
    First, the spirits came, then they and the world around them began to degrade. 
 
    The combined world, the general consensus seemed to agree, was combining into a singular plane, as the bee-eaters and One Earthers had hoped. 
 
    But, by the time the merging of worlds completed, it would be a completely sterile world. With no magic. No life. No spirits. 
 
    Dead. 
 
    The stories seemed endless, yet we did not even begin to represent all those who had been affected by the destruction of the spirit plane. This circle only contained a tiny selection of those who had one way or another found themselves here. Mostly through the Guardians or because they knew of Cailleach. 
 
    “What can we do?” They all asked by the time their stories were finished. “Our world is dying. All the planes are disintegrating. What can we do to stop it?” 
 
    I looked to Cailleach for the answer, but she looked beyond me. At first I thought she was looking at Kinley’s mother, who as a bee-witch may be able to answer at least some of the questions about why this was all happening. 
 
    Instead, when I turned my head, I saw the small figure standing in the doorway of the house, looking steadily out at us. 
 
    For a moment, I thought she was a ghost. I felt a knot of grief at the thought. It felt like my heart had been encased in molten lead. I could not breathe, could not process what was there in front of me. 
 
    She came towards us, towards me, her footsteps thudding softly against the wood of the steps, then whispering through the grass. 
 
    She was no ghost. 
 
    But was she still herself? 
 
    I could not tell. 
 
    Her expression was dazed and strange as she walked the short distance. She did not look away from me, though her eyes did not quite focus on mine. There was something vague and distant about her expression. Like a sleepwalker, or someone in a trance. 
 
    I rose to my feet, unconsciously moving to intercept her. 
 
    We met halfway between the door and the circle. 
 
    She looked up at me, a slight wrinkle in the space between her eyebrows. She reached up. I instinctively bowed my head. 
 
    She gently held her hands on either side of my face, not quite touching, though I could feel the warmth of her skin. She stared at me with that strange, distant gaze. 
 
    “Let me show you something?” she whispered. 
 
    I nodded. I wouldn’t have been able to refuse just then. I was just too grateful that she was alive. 
 
    She rose up on her toes. Her hands touched my face in the same moment her lips met mine. 
 
    My mouth filled with the taste of honey. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kinley 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was home, but I was not. 
 
    I wanted to shout to someone, anyone that might be able to hear, that I hadn’t chosen yet. I wasn’t ready. I hadn’t made my decision. I couldn’t be in my own backyard, because I hadn’t chosen to be here. 
 
    My mind had been blank when I opened the door. It still felt strangely blank and empty. 
 
    Fingers stroked gently through my hair. 
 
    I startled and looked up. 
 
    “Oh,” I said, staring up at Kit’s bemused face. “Are you here, too?” 
 
    He arched an amused eyebrow and lifted the hand that wasn’t occupied with my hair. It was holding mine gently, fingers entangled with mine. 
 
    “You tell me,” he said. “You were the one who wanted to show me something.” 
 
    I frowned. “I did?” 
 
    He nodded. His eyes focused on the hands held between us, so simple and easy. 
 
    So impossible. 
 
    My instincts wanted me to play it safe, to pull away from his touch. It was the only way I could avoid the consequences of his touch. This was a stolen moment. Any time now, the madness would descend on me again. 
 
    I was just so tired. 
 
    “I didn’t choose you,” I said. 
 
    His lips curved downward slightly, but I continued before it could shift entirely into a frown. 
 
    “I didn’t choose anything,” I explained. “I couldn’t. So, how am I here? How are you here?” 
 
    His expression turned more neutral. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “It’s nice here, though. Isn’t it?” 
 
    It took me a moment to understand. I hadn’t looked around, just assumed I was back to the home that I remembered. But this was something else. It was something out of a dream—familiar but changed. My heart said it was home, but the view only had pieces that were familiar. 
 
    It was not like the meadow in the place where I’d spoken to the woman, but it had more in common with that than my own little house and yard. 
 
    This was the way I thought of home when I was away from it. This was the place of warm golden-hour light bathing the trees and flowers, touching my skin with the perfect amount of heat. These garden beds were not the sort that needed tending. There were no blisters, no dirt caked underneath my fingernails, no mosquitoes whining in my ear. 
 
    “This isn’t real,” I said out loud. 
 
    Kit nodded slowly, thoughtfully. “But it could be,” he said. 
 
    I looked at him. Whatever I was going to retort died on my lips. 
 
    Things had always been complicated between us. Bees, spirits, family, bee-witches, oracles, madness… there had never been a moment where we could truly breathe or be. Pain didn’t seem to linger here, not now at least. 
 
    Even the memory of bees felt distant. 
 
    My whole life, my whole existence—it was too much. Kit had just been another burden, another factor, another complication. 
 
    But here, right now, nothing felt complicated. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t know how to act. 
 
    This hadn’t been decided for me. 
 
    Choose, the woman had told me. 
 
    I didn’t think this was the sort of choosing she had meant. 
 
    But someone had dropped me here. Her? Me? The bees from the meadow? The door itself? 
 
    Maybe it had been Kit? Choosing for me yet again? 
 
    The thought almost made me pull away from him, but he was looking down at me with such warmth that I couldn’t cling to the feeling of rancor. 
 
    I’d brought him here. He’d said so, and I knew he wasn’t lying. That wasn’t one of his faults. 
 
    He was the kind of person who believed they were right so hard that they couldn’t see any other way. Lying wasn’t part of his nature. 
 
    I could see a note of anguish creep into the peace of his expression. I knew he was remembering all of his responsibilities, all of the things he had to do. I could see the weight of all he’d taken on himself press down on him. He straightened his shoulders, but the laughter went out of his eyes. 
 
    “None of those things is here,” I said. “For one moment, forget everything. This place isn’t supposed to be complicated.” 
 
    I didn’t know if my words were true, but they felt like the truth. This wasn’t the sort of place for burdens. It was the sort of space for setting them down. 
 
    “Don’t feel guilty for needing your own space,” I said out loud to both of us. “The burden will always be there to pick up again. Right now… it’s OK for things to be. It doesn’t always have to be complicated.” 
 
    The fingers of his free hand brushed my cheek. Gently, almost reverently. 
 
    “Simple,” he said. 
 
    Funny, I’d thought the woman from the meadow was the only person who could speak a word and have it mean two opposing things at the same time. 
 
    Apparently, Kit could do that, too. 
 
    “I care about you,” he said. “I want you to know that before I mess everything up again. I’m very bad at it—caring about someone. I don’t have a right to feel the way I do about you. I’m bossy and selfish. I’m too controlling. And I’m sorry if I ever made you feel like you weren’t doing your best or that you’re not enough. You were always enough. You were always too much. I just… I can be extremely stupid sometimes. Most of the time.” 
 
    I stared up at him. 
 
    “I—I don’t know how I feel,” I whispered back. 
 
    He started to say something. Probably a reassurance, based on the expression on his face. I lifted a hand to his lips to stop him. 
 
    He froze. 
 
    “I’ve never had the luxury of being able to feel,” I said. “I’ve had one path. One reality. My whole life was set before I ever took my first breath.” A painful laugh bubbled up in my chest. “I think I loved my mother, but I don’t know. I don’t know what it feels like to have it be safe to care about someone. In my life, caring ends in… loss.” Madness. And death. 
 
    I looked down. I didn’t want to see Kit’s expression. Not just now. 
 
    “I don’t know how I feel. I don’t have the names for this feeling. In my life, it’s better to ignore feelings until they go away. Sometimes I’m so mad at you I want to scream. But when I wake up, and you’re there, I feel safe. And then you open your mouth and…” 
 
    Kit laughed. His shoulders shook with mirth. He pulled my hand away from his lips and held it lightly between us, so that we were standing with all of our hands clasped together. 
 
    “Yeah, I do that,” he said. “Terra always said it made me punch-able.” 
 
    The corners of my lips trembled upwards. 
 
    “I can’t afford to care,” I said, looking into his eyes now. “There’s too much. It’s too much when everything…” I couldn’t find the right words. I gestured with my hands, or tried to, which just made our clasped hands follow my shrugging motion. 
 
    “You said there was no place for burdens here,” he said softly. “Would it be so terrible if you put yours down for a moment?” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. 
 
    We stared at each other. 
 
    Something inside of me tugged. It was a part of the knot I carried around in my chest, the one that ached when I breathed. The hopelessness, the loneliness, the selfish wishes that I could just be normal and have a normal, boring life. 
 
    “I wish I could want something,” I said. “I wish I knew how to know what I want. It’s just… too hard. If I want something, then it hurts too much when I lose it.” 
 
    “I would carry it for you, if I could,” he said. 
 
    I looked into his eyes and believed him. 
 
    He’d seen enough, from my real life as well as in my visions, to know what it was I experienced. He knew better than any living person what my life was like. 
 
    He knew what he was saying, and he meant it. 
 
    “I’ve seen all the possible futures, you know,” I said, pulling my gaze away from his to look at the home that wasn’t a home, at the dream that surrounded us. “This isn’t one of them. There is no future for us, Kit.” 
 
    “There’s now,” he said. 
 
    It was a difficult idea to accept. I had lived too long for tomorrows. I had flipped to the end of the book and known from the beginning how it would all end. Lingering in a space that could not last felt like asking for more heartache. 
 
    Hadn’t I had enough? 
 
    But something stirred inside of me. That seed of rebellion that I’d always carried. It was the part of me that fought against the inevitability of my life. The part of me that said the wrong things and challenged life to come for me. Maybe it looked like I had no self-preservation skills, but those were the only ways I preserved the tiny bit of self I was allowed to have. 
 
    What if this place wasn’t real? What if it couldn’t last? 
 
    So what? 
 
    I wanted one moment in my entire life, in my entire existence, that belonged to me. Me, Kinley. Not the oracle, not the bee-witch. Just me. 
 
    And the oracle and the bee-witch weren’t here right now. 
 
    It was just me. 
 
    Kit was looking like that at me, not them. 
 
    “I’m scared,” I admitted. 
 
    “Me, too,” Kit said, his lips curving in a wry smile. “But I think never knowing scares me more than losing the chance to have even a moment with you.” 
 
    “We will break each other’s hearts,” I said. “It will hurt.” 
 
    “Yes.” He nodded. “But at least that feeling will tell us that something here was real.” 
 
    He could not have known how much those words would resonate with me. 
 
    I had never felt real. I was not whole enough, not built the right way, to be a “real” person. Real people did things I couldn’t. Real people had lives… and loves. They had hobbies and friends and community. 
 
    I didn’t have any of that. I’d never had any of that. 
 
    But here was my chance to be real. To be myself. To be Kinley. 
 
    If the pain reminded me that what I felt was real, that I was real, then I could accept that. 
 
    I stepped towards him so that our hands rested on his chest between us. I leaned my chin on our intertwined fingers. I looked up at him, watching me from his ridiculous height. I felt so small, so vulnerable. I wished I could hide somewhere. 
 
    But I wanted to be right here, right now. 
 
    “I want…” I paused to lick my lips. The words felt so strange to say. I tried again. “I want to know if this is real.” I wanted to add that it wouldn’t last, that it couldn’t survive whatever happened next. 
 
    But I decided to put that burden down for now. 
 
    This space of peace was mine. 
 
    Ours. 
 
    Sunlight bled through my eyelids as he leaned down to kiss me. I stood there for a moment, just feeling his touch, leaning against him. When I breathed, his warmth, his scent, filled my nostrils. 
 
    I felt safe here. 
 
    I could not remember a moment in my life when I’d ever felt safe. 
 
    But I did now. 
 
    I pulled my hands away from his, but only so I could slide my arms around his neck and hold him. His body pressed against mine, solid and real. 
 
    When was the last time someone had just held me like this? 
 
    Never. 
 
    Ammon’s casual touches had never been this warm, this meaningful. 
 
    Kit’s care for me made all the difference. And it was not just him. I could feel the duality of his spirit, ruffled and uncertain beneath the surface. As our breaths mingled and the kiss continued, that imbalance stirred and softened. 
 
    It was not a conscious thing. At least I didn’t think so. But the Great Bear appeared, not where Kit was standing, but beside him. Kit’s body stiffened slightly. He pulled a space away from me to look at his bear. 
 
    Had they ever seen each other face to face like this? Separate, yet connected? 
 
    I didn’t think so. 
 
    I had spent significant time with Kit’s bear, yet his size always took me by surprise. He was so different from any modern bear I had seen—his coat was longer, his muzzle shorter and rounder. He was more than four times the size of a modern grizzly. On his hind legs, he stood taller than an elephant. 
 
    Yet, I had never been afraid of him. Not when I’d first seen him, and not now. 
 
    Separated now or not, this was still an extension of Kit. 
 
    And I trusted Kit. He would not hurt me. 
 
    The Great Bear sniffed me gently, ruffling my hair with his hot breath as the pair of us looked up at him. He could have easily knocked me over without a thought, but he was too gentle and careful to do such a thing. He was part of Kit, and that meant they shared the same control and discipline. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. 
 
    The Great Bear snorted slightly, drawing back. His tense shoulders relaxed at the same moment as Kit’s. He blew his breath into his partner’s face, eliciting a faint smile from Kit. 
 
    The Great Bear lumbered off, away from us, and settled into the shade at the foot of a nearby tree. He let out an enormous sigh and rested his heavy head on his front paws. He looked perfectly content to rest there. 
 
    I couldn’t read the expression on Kit’s face. 
 
    “Complications?” I asked. 
 
    “Hmm,” he agreed. He leaned his chin on the top of my head and let out a deep sigh, not unlike the one his bear had just released. He leaned back and pressed a kiss on my forehead, followed by another on my cheek. 
 
    And then my lips. 
 
    I let go of trying to understand everything I felt. I just let myself feel it. His touch soothed me, even as it made the broken spaces inside of my soul ache. My isolation and loneliness had not prepared me for what Kit offered. 
 
    Which was nothing but himself. 
 
    Which was everything. 
 
    Too much, too little. There was not enough time, not enough future. There was too much past and present. 
 
    I left the door to my heart unguarded, leaving the key in the lock. I could step away for a moment and trust Kit to guard it. I would not ruin this moment with fear and caution. 
 
    For once, I just wanted to exist, compatible with joy. 
 
    For now, I could just be me. I could feel and want and be. 
 
    And, if tomorrow hurt, it was like Kit had said—it meant that we were real. 
 
    I was ready to feel real. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The world is dying,” Kinley said. We lay together in the grass. Her head rested on my chest as I stroked her hair. Not far away, my bear snored softly as he dozed. 
 
    In the end, it had been such a simple thing to reconnect the pieces of myself together again. My bear had never been my enemy. He had never been the problem. We had never been separate. It had been my own need to create a chasm between logic and my instincts that had caused every issue between us. Letting go, so impossible for my human self, had been so easy for my emotional instinct-driven counterpart. I’d been so angry that my bear couldn’t understand, but it was my logical self that had refused to understand. 
 
    He’d been trying to guard me, just as I had always been meant to Guard Kinley. And, instead, I had bullied them both. 
 
    Kinley’s fingers, feather-light, drifted across the skin of my face. She was so touch starved that she had not been able to stop this—touching, hugging, holding. 
 
    If she wanted to make up for lost time, I didn’t mind. Now she rolled over enough to lean across my chest and press a kiss against the corner of my mouth, following it more surely with a breath against my lips that deepened into… everything. 
 
    I was lost in sensation. Sunlight, honey, Kinley’s hair—between brown and blond in color—caught the sunlight. When it surrounded us, as it did now, it felt like being caught it a ray of light. 
 
    Her kiss took the bitterness of her words from my mouth, but I could not shake them away entirely. I pressed my face against the hollow of her neck, breathing in her scent. I wanted to memorize everything about her. Her voice, her touch, the chaotic meandering of her conversation. She wasn’t mine. I couldn’t keep her. She was not a treasure to hold on to and hoard. She was a person, complete without me. Outside of this little space of peace, everything was far more… complicated. 
 
    I’d told her, in this endless afternoon, about the stories I’d heard. I told her about the other planes and creatures, about the spirits, about the disintegration of the worlds as they overlapped and merged. 
 
    She stroked my face with her fingers, dancing her fingertips across the scar that lingered there. It was much fainter now. My shifter healing had seen to that. Even my ear had begun to heal. She seemed fascinated by that. 
 
    But now her mind was on other things. 
 
    “The spirit realm is the heart of the world,” she said softly. “It feeds energy and life into all of the planes, keeping them in place, separate but joined. It contains the energy and life for all the planes, releasing it into the worlds as souls, siphoning off power from the planes when they fell out of balance. All of that energy, all of that power, can no longer be contained. It has been released with nothing to ground it or guide it. The worlds cannot survive without its heart.” 
 
    “How do we fix it?” I asked. 
 
    Her breath hitched slightly. 
 
    I leaned onto my elbow so I could see her face better. “Kinley? Is there a way?” 
 
    She shifted back, her hair falling over her face, hiding her features from me. I slid my hands into its silky length, guiding her face back to mine. 
 
    She kissed me with abandon, drawing herself up against me, clinging to me with all of her might. She held nothing back, but I could taste the fear behind the passion. 
 
    “What are you afraid of?” I asked against her lips. 
 
    She pulled away from me, sitting with her knees pulled up to her chin, her arms holding them against her. 
 
    I sat up the rest of the way and put my arms around her. 
 
    For the first time in hours, she stiffened slightly. Then she relaxed against me. Her expression was blank, too blank. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. 
 
    “Kinley.” 
 
    I could feel the tremor move through her entire body. 
 
    “I don’t,” she protested. “If the spirit world could be rebuilt, we might be able to channel the remaining energy, the souls and everything, back into that structure, but without bees… I don’t know how to prevent it all from failing again.” She hesitated. 
 
    “There are no bees left,” I said. “There has to be another way.” 
 
    She flinched. 
 
    “Kinley.” I stroked her cheek. “What is it?” 
 
    “Technically, there’s one bee left,” she whispered. 
 
    I knew what she was going to say before she said it. And I hated it. 
 
    “Me.” 
 
    I tried not to let my body stiffen. She needed reassurance right now. She didn’t need to carry the burden of my own fears. 
 
    “What can one bee do?” I asked. 
 
    She turned out of my arms and kneeled so that she was facing me. With me sitting in the grass, leaning on one arm, we were nearly the same height. 
 
    She regarded me seriously. The lovely dancing light of her eyes that I’d been enjoying all afternoon was gone. 
 
    “I have to choose,” she said simply. “But I don’t know what that means. And I don’t know how. I think I understand how we can rebuild the structure that used to exist, but… without bees, I don’t think it will work.” Her brow furrowed. 
 
    “There are the other bee-witches,” I said. “They are there, at least some of them, back at the house. Your mother stayed by your side. Can’t they help?” 
 
    “Maybe.” She frowned in thought. “If we can get the spirit world rebuilt and channel the spirits back into it, maybe they…” She sighed. “I don’t know, Kit. There are so many factors I don’t understand. The literal and spiritual layers of everything get complicated. I don’t know what is expected of me.” 
 
    “Does it have to be you?” I asked. My heart ached for her. She already had carried so much of a burden throughout her life. This didn’t seem fair. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “No. I mean, I can walk away. I can go—somewhere else. I can leave this all behind. But—” She shrank into herself. “If I can save the world, shouldn’t I at least try?” 
 
    I couldn’t answer that. It wasn’t up to me. And I didn’t want to even try to choose for her. It was impossible. What would it cost her to try to undo everything that had been done against her will? How was any of that fair? 
 
    “If we could rebuild the spirit world, if we could channel the spirits back into it, if we could get the process going again, I guess the natural answer to the bee problem would be—again the literal and figurative get confusing for me—for me to have kids. But Kit…” She let out a half-broken sob. “You know this place isn’t real, right? This, what we have here. It isn’t real. I… can’t touch you there. I can’t…” She shuddered. 
 
    “There’s always Ammon,” I said neutrally. 
 
    She glared at me. 
 
    “That’s not funny.” 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “It isn’t funny. Not in the least.” 
 
    “Even if I could…” She shuddered. “What if I couldn’t hold my children? What if I couldn’t even touch them? It would be living through hell every day, not being able to be anything near what a mother should be.” She didn’t have to say anything about all she’d lost with her own mother. Between her sensitivity to touch and her mother’s descent into madness… 
 
    “And, if they were bee-witches,” Kinley continued in a broken whisper, “then they would go mad and die… and… I can’t do it, Kit. I can’t condemn anyone to that life. I can’t!” 
 
    “Of course you can’t,” I agreed. 
 
    Her face drew still. I knew she had thought of something. I instinctively knew I wasn’t going to like it. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “What did you just think of?” 
 
    Kinley avoided my gaze. “I just… wonder if the world needs bees to survive… or just one bee.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I said immediately. “No way. You are not sacrificing yourself, Kinley. There’s another way. There has to be another way.” 
 
    She twisted her lips. “It’s fine, Kit. It’s nothing. We don’t even know if we can rebuild. It probably isn’t even a factor. It was just a thought.” 
 
    “We should talk to Ammon,” I said. 
 
    Kinley blinked at me. “Really? Ammon?” 
 
    “He helped me reconnect to you,” I said. “He’s not all that bad… for a Blood witch. But… that’s just it. He’s a Blood witch. His magic is so different. It’s the exact opposite of yours in so many ways. I just think…. If anyone knows how to make any of this work, it might be the Blood witches.” 
 
    “Like your friend Cailleach?” she asked. 
 
    I blinked at her. “What?” 
 
    Kinley looked up at me innocently. “Isn’t she a Blood witch, too?” 
 
    “I—” I shook my head, trying to process the idea. “I… don’t know what she is.” I turned my gaze towards my bear. 
 
    He opened his eyes long enough to roll them in a bear shrug and went back to sleep. 
 
    “He doesn’t know anything you don’t know,” Kinley reminded me. “You’re halves of a whole.” 
 
    I snorted. “You’d think I’d remember that, after a lifetime. Well, I don’t know what Cailleach is. Maybe she’s a Blood witch. She’s something, something powerful. But we need to talk about all of this with the others. Maybe they’ll have ideas.” 
 
    Kinley stilled. “You know what that means.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “We have to go back.” Her shoulders slumped. Her hands reached for me, brushing against my skin, tangling in my hair. 
 
    Once we left this place, touch would be lost to her again. 
 
    Unless she changed her mind about Ammon. 
 
    Behind me, my bear grumbled. 
 
    “I don’t want to go back,” Kinley cried. She collapsed against me, clinging with all her might. “I want to stay here with you. I don’t want this moment to end. I’m not ready.” 
 
    “OK,” I said. “We will stay here.” 
 
    She leaned back and glared at me. 
 
    “We have to go back,” she said. 
 
    “OK, we will go back,” I answered. 
 
    She sighed. “You’re not going to make this decision for me, are you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I will support you no matter what you choose, but the choice has to be yours, Kinley. I’m not going to ask anything of you.” 
 
    “Inconvenient timing for you to learn that lesson,” she grumbled. 
 
    I just laughed, but the tears in her eyes made my laughter short-lived. 
 
    This was it. If we left, what we had, this moment, it was all over. 
 
    Like Kinley, I wasn’t ready for it to end. 
 
    I held her face in my hands and kissed her slowly. I wanted to savor every moment. I needed to. 
 
    Already my heart was beginning to ache. Already I was far too aware of what I was losing. 
 
    I had to believe that there would be a way. There had to be a way for us to be together like this. I was not ready to give up on us. Not yet. 
 
    But I didn’t want to cloud Kinley’s decision making with false hope, either. I couldn’t say anything. 
 
    We had so little time to live a whole life together. That’s what we should have had. We should have had a future together. 
 
    All I could trust in was this moment. Nothing else was promised. 
 
    “Just a moment more,” I whispered against her lips. “Just one more moment together.” 
 
    She nodded, but I could taste the salt of her tears on my lips. I knew that her heart was breaking, just as mine was. 
 
    “This is real,” I whispered to her. “This. Us. This moment. It’s real now and it always will be. Remember that. This is real.” I kept the words going as I kissed her and held her. I tried to memorize what every touch felt like. I wanted her to burn me, to leave scars, so that the memory of her touch would linger with me for the rest of my existence. 
 
    If there was no way for us to ever be together again, I wanted to remember every breath of our time together. This was the real. Perfection in its flaws. I did not want to lose it to dreams and fantasy. I wanted to remember it all as we were right now. 
 
    If I could hold any moment in my life in my hands, to relieve again and again, it would be this one. Too brief, too charged, too painful. 
 
    But it was raw and real. We could not hold back because there was nowhere to go from here. This was all we would ever have. Honesty was all we could give each other. We did not have time for hesitation or pride. I let my own tears fall, mingling with hers on our skin. 
 
    I hoped, just a little, that I might leave an imprint of my love on her skin, too. That she would remember this stolen afternoon when she had nothing left but memories. 
 
    Forever wouldn’t have been long enough. 
 
    And we only had one afternoon. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twenty-One 
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    My lips parted from Kit’s, leaving a sweet taste in my mouth that was somehow also bitter. I stepped back, the knowledge that we were back in the real world, with all of its complications, heavy on my shoulders. 
 
    I wanted to reach out and take Kit’s hand. I wanted to lace my fingers through his. To hold him close. 
 
    I couldn’t risk it. Where would I end up the next time? With the planes of our world in such disarray, I couldn’t predict what might happen next. 
 
    A whisper at the back of my mind told me that Kit and I could have stayed in our perfect meadow. Yes, the world would have died and become a barren wasteland, but at least we would have been together. At least the two of us would have been safe. 
 
    The thought was so incredibly selfish that it made me feel physically sick. 
 
    I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t turn my back on the entire world, every plane and realm of it, just because I’d spent my entire life alone and starved for touch. I couldn’t ignore the imbalance of that equation—my life for the billions of lives that would be lost? 
 
    My backyard was filled with… people. Very few humans, but countless people. For someone like me, who lived on the edge of the fringe of society, barely crossing paths with people at all, finding my personal space filled with strangers was a bit shocking and appalling. 
 
    I took a moment to hope that Kit and I hadn’t been standing there, in front of everyone, lip-locked for the entire duration of our time together. But, since no one seemed particularly curious or opinionated—other than Ammon, who had a strange smile on his face—I assumed that time had moved differently there. 
 
    That little whisper in the back of my mind crowed that it knew we should have lingered longer. 
 
    But I knew that staying even a moment longer would have made it impossible to ever leave. 
 
    I’d always hated fairy tale love. I wasn’t a big fan of romances, except on the rare occasions when I binged them in an attempt to escape my own lonely misery. I wasn’t a fan of love. It hurt right down to the core of my soul to see happy couples together, living and breathing and working together. 
 
    It wasn’t really envy or jealousy. I didn’t want their partners. I didn’t resent what they had. 
 
    It was just a reminder of what I could never have. Love, companionship, connection, community—those things were never in the cards for me. I wasn’t made the right way to fit into the world. I didn’t have the experiences or expectations that people were supposed to have in common. I didn’t have a future that could include anything but madness and eventual death. 
 
    I’d accepted that reality. 
 
    I just needed to relearn how to accept it again. My stolen moments with Kit were nothing but a dream. I could not afford to linger on them. I could not wish them back. Love was still not an option. 
 
    But now I knew what it felt like. 
 
    It seemed so cruel. No matter what the lady in the meadow told me, all I knew was that I’d been born into this world already broken. I’d been doomed to fail before my first breath. I had never had a true friend. I had never had hopes and dreams. I had always known exactly who I was and what would be expected of me. 
 
    Yes, I’d lived a privileged life. I knew that my bitterness and pain at my existence was an expression of entitlement. I wouldn’t hate it so much if I didn’t feel like I deserved better. I felt guilty for feeling so much pain when I had so much. I had a home. I’d had a family. I was generally healthy—other than the migraines and bee-witch stuff. 
 
    In so many ways, I should feel lucky. 
 
    But I didn’t. 
 
    Because I wanted a chance to live. 
 
    The choice, I knew, was still unmade. I had not decided yet what I would do. 
 
    It was supposed to come from me, but I didn’t know how to exist like that. My whole existence was based on the need to serve the bees, to serve the spirits, to serve this world. 
 
    Well, there was only one bee left. 
 
    And it was me. 
 
    There was always a choice, the woman in the meadow had said, but that didn’t mean that any of the choices felt right. 
 
    Kit introduced me to a circle of strangers. I tried to pay attention and nod at the right moments. 
 
    It just felt so strange and surreal. 
 
    Kit had told me the stories. I knew what was happening to the world with all of its planes. 
 
    But… I could feel it. 
 
    It wasn’t frightening, or dark, or ominous in the way movies suggested the end should be. It wasn’t even death. I knew death. I’d been acquainted with death constantly throughout my life. 
 
    This wasn’t that. I was something far different. 
 
    Life and death, light and dark, flood and drought, they all balanced each other and fed into each other. Just as the spirit world had fed into and balanced all of the planes hidden in the layers of our world. Fire and ice, void and matter, earth and air… they all existed. That was their part, their piece of the whole. They existed. 
 
    Could the others feel, as I could, the otherness of what was happening to the world now? 
 
    This was nothing, but not the way humans perceived of nothing. We saw it as empty, as fearful, as the darkness of an abyss, of a stretch of the unknown. 
 
    But those were all existing concepts. 
 
    This world, these planes, the spirits, the creatures, the plants, the memories… they were fading away to a true nothing. 
 
    In a short time, it wouldn’t matter that it had ever existed. It would have left no mark, nothing to add back into the universe. 
 
    Its pieces were aligning and canceling each other out. 
 
    If there was a physical something left behind, it would be wiped entirely clean. No history, no memories, no bones, no generations to dig up the bones, nothing left at all. Even time would forget this place ever existed. 
 
    That’s what the spirit realm had given us. Outside of matter, of energy, of space or time—it had given us the unmeasurable—existence. The self. The identity. The life. The ego. The soul. The self-awareness. 
 
    Whatever names humans used to come close, they still all missed the mark entirely. 
 
    Shakespeare had been so close. 
 
    To be. 
 
    To dream. 
 
    To be. 
 
    Existence was both more and less than an accident. We were accidentally alive. We were purposeful in our existence. There was no meaning at all to our lives, and every meaning possible in each hour. We were nothing, but we were everything. Every atom, every cell, every inexplicable strand that held us, caged us, broke us, transcended us. 
 
    It was everything. The purpose of life. The point of death. The meaning in the lack of meaning. It was the spider’s web of cause and effect and fragility and strength. 
 
    There would be no pain when the end came. There would be no mercy in that lack of suffering. 
 
    It would all be as if this world had never been at all. 
 
    Every life, every breath, erased and wasted. Every story, every dream, every broken heart—undone. Not a death, but an unmaking. 
 
    All undone. Unmade. Every life unlived and erased. 
 
    What did it mean to me? 
 
    What did any of it have to do with me? 
 
    I had to make a choice that was personal, that was real, that was my own. I could not choose for this world—I could not keep it safe or turn it to face the right direction. I could not design it in my image or shape it to be something more than it was. 
 
    I could only choose what I would do. 
 
    To be. 
 
    Or not. 
 
    Or… perhaps to change what being meant. 
 
    I could hear Kit explaining the things we’d discussed with the others. I could hear the murmur of discussion around me. 
 
    I just… couldn’t seem to engage. 
 
    That strange disconnection, that feeling of everything around me fading into nothingness, made it difficult to concentrate. 
 
    Ammon’s voice broke through the fog. There were a few people and things that felt more solid, more real, than the others. A singular tree in the woods, a particular cluster of flowers, individuals in the crowd that filled my yard and the surrounding area. 
 
    Kit was one of these, which didn’t surprise me. His father was also one of these, as well as the strangely pale Guardian that sat near him. Cailleach was also one of these, as was the child with the curly red hair that stood, listening in to every conversation around us. Cailleach and the boy were possibly the most real-feeling of all the living things here. 
 
    Ammon was almost as solid and real as they were. 
 
    He felt different, weighted. Like he cast a different sort of shadow. 
 
    It had to be a result of his type of magic. 
 
    I tried to see if Cailleach’s magic felt the same as his, but she was so strange, so different, that I couldn’t grasp what she was at all. 
 
    She felt a little bit like the lady in the meadow, but also… not at all. 
 
    I wondered if all the contradictions in my head were a symptom of my own impending madness, or a sign of the end of the world. 
 
    At this point, I couldn’t tell the difference. 
 
    “The power of the Oracle is the most likely key to saving the worlds,” Ammon said. His voice was clear and confident. “We have seen slices of those abilities. The Oracle, with the right access to power and the right influence, can alter the future. She cannot undo the past, but given enough power, she should be able to manipulate the future and restore the structure of the worlds.” 
 
    “How much power?” Kit demanded. “What will happen to Kinley?” 
 
    It was the same solution we’d had for the issue. Kit’s fear for me was misplaced. He should be more concerned about the worlds, about the other people he cared about. Not me. I was only one person. We were talking about worlds now. 
 
    “We should be able to channel all our powers and abilities through Kinley,” Cailleach said calmly, beneath her endless layers of sweaters, scarves, and hats. I wondered what she looked like under all those layers. Was she even human? 
 
    I sincerely doubted it. 
 
    She was no more human than that child standing next to her, his eyes bright with mirth and deadly strength. 
 
    “Even mine?” Ammon asked, tilting his head towards the tiny woman. 
 
    Cailleach nodded. “Yes. Even yours. Mine. All of it. The purpose is to give Kinley the energy to form into the image of what we need.” She eyed me kindly, but it was a weighing sort of look. “You will have to be focused and centered. You must not sway from the image of what you want to create.” 
 
    I swallowed, trying to dislodge the knot in my throat. “I’ve never done it on purpose,” I rasped. “I don’t know if I can…” 
 
    “You can,” she said sharply. “You will. You cannot waver.” Her face softened, making her look about a hundred years younger. “You will not be alone, child. We will all be there. Your Guardian will assist you. This rests on all of us now. You don’t have to carry it alone. All you have to do is direct the power where it should go.” 
 
    I shivered. But I knew she was right. I was the one with the ability to make this happen. Even if I did not understand my ability at all. 
 
    “We can structure the way we feed our power into her in a way that supports her focus,” the pale Guardian said. Her voice had a resonant quality to it, almost as if an echo underlined every word she said. It reminded me of the claxon of peeling bells, yet it was quiet and pure in tone. The face of the gentle Medusa she wore on a badge on her chest seemed to smile benevolently at me. 
 
    Offering me strength? I wondered. A backbone of stone? 
 
    “Kit,” Marc said, drawing his son’s attention, though his voice was quiet. “You are her Guardian. You already have a connection to Kinley and her powers. Since you and I are connected, as well, I can be the connection between the ancient Guardians and you.” He smiled slightly. “Blood calls to blood.” 
 
    Ammon’s lips twisted in a private smile at those words. 
 
    “Then I can be the conduit between Kit and the shifters,” Terra said, her voice coming from one side of the group. 
 
    As far as I could tell, Kit hadn’t even acknowledged that his sister was present. Things were awkward between them. Because of the bees. 
 
    Because of me. 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea,” I offered, before Kit could decide based on what he thought I might prefer. 
 
    Kit studied me seriously for a moment, his eyes asking me if I was sure. I nodded to him. 
 
    He nodded back, then looked at his sister for the first time. 
 
    “OK,” he said quietly. 
 
    Terra’s face twisted. She looked like she was on the verge of blurting out an apology. I hoped she wouldn’t. There was no time for such a thing. It didn’t make a difference. What was done was done. As long as she was on our side now, it didn’t make a difference if she actually felt bad about causing the end of the world. 
 
    She had been the one to take the final action, but she had not been standing alone. Most of those standing here had been by her side in that decision. 
 
    I wouldn’t hold it against her. But I did not want to listen to a useless apology. 
 
    She glanced in my direction. She must have seen something of my thoughts in my face, because her conflicted expression smoothed. She nodded to me. Her face was still and determined. 
 
    I shrugged back. If she wanted to play with her own character development at this late stage of the game, then that was her own business. Deathbed confessions were fine and dandy, but they didn’t save the world. 
 
    I only half-listened while the others made their arrangements, figuring out the best way to make sure enough power flowed to me—or through me—to patch up the spirit world and restore what I could of the damage that had already been done. 
 
    “Have you been thinking about what you will do to restore the bees themselves?” I looked down into the wild autumnal-colored eyes of the boy with the ivy crown on his head. 
 
    “I have a couple of options,” I said, a little stiffly. 
 
    “Do you?” His tone was mild, but there was something wild and uncontained in the energy around him. There was something familiar in the dance of the energy around him. Madness danced in the depths of his eyes. The scent of tannins and dead leaves, of crushed wild grapes and burning cedar, surrounded him. 
 
    “Sir,” I said. “Do I know you?” 
 
    A merry, wide, wild smile lit up his face. “Oh, we’ve danced a time or two. I have visited your family often. Though you would not know this form, or welcome me, if you did. It was not all to your sorrows.” He gestured to my yard and the abundance of fruit trees and flowers that I tended. “You built an altar here for me, with honey and sweet scents. I could not stay away too long.” 
 
    He reached out and touched my arm, just the briefest touch. I could feel the burning energy in my veins, the madness and the visions pausing just under my skin, held at bay by his powers. I knew anything more than that light touch would have been too much. 
 
    “You are mine, though,” he said, his expression too ancient and too knowing for such a youthful visage. He cocked his head, his grin returning. “There is not a thing I can offer one like you that does not come as both Blessing and Curse. The doors open from both sides, and both offer themselves up abundantly.” 
 
    He strode away from me, whistling softly under his breath. Wherever he stepped, toadstools burst out of the soil behind him. Turning every place that he paused into a fairy ring. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    I could feel the strength of his magic, the wildwood and the pulsing dance of blood and madness and rebirth. How could an ancient being like that believe that my abilities could do anything that his could not? I was not a creature of magic the way he was. 
 
    “Who is stronger?” a quiet voice asked from beside me, right where the child had just been. “The river? Or the rock that cuts through the torrent?” 
 
    I blinked at Cailleach. “Am I the river or the rock?” I managed to ask. 
 
    She shrugged, her lips quirking up in a coy smile. “Well, wouldn’t that be up to you? Perhaps you are both river and rock.” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “When did my life become a series of inexplicable riddles?” 
 
    She laughed merrily, her voice young and strong and bright. “Since before your first birth, I’d warrant,” she said gaily. She leaned a little closer to me, her face growing serious. “Do you know what you must do?” 
 
    “Do you mean about the plan or about the bees?” I asked, startling myself with my own bluntness. I hadn’t discussed the bee issue with anyone but Kit. 
 
    And now the boy, and Cailleach. 
 
    Cailleach unwrapped one of her countless scarves from around her neck and looped it over my head, carefully patting it into place without ever touching me. “There,” she said, with satisfaction. She tilted her head at me, her eyes bright and deep. “He is connected to you, and you to him, but he is not a bee. You may want to remind him.” 
 
    “Who, Kit?” I asked. 
 
    But she was gone. 
 
    Magical creatures were annoying as hell. 
 
    “Come sit with me,” a deep, velvet voice said. “Come sit with us a space and rest.” 
 
    It took me a moment to place the voice. I had met too many new faces, there were too many strange moments in my past—day? I could not seem to keep the pieces together in my grasp. 
 
    “Over here, young Oracle,” a higher, softer voice came. This one I recognized from its sheer unique quality. It came from one of the slightly otter-ish people from one of the planes that didn’t feed into ours. 
 
    The first voice rumbled in recognition as I moved in that direction. 
 
    It was the dragon’s voice, I realized numbly. A dragon wanted me to visit. 
 
    “Be careful not to touch me,” I warned, as I sat down on the blanket a small group was sitting on. The dragon lolled beside it, her body hidden in the woods, her head taller than I was, rested in the grass. Her rainbow scales caught to light, shimmering like endless rainbows. 
 
    The tiny otter-person offered me a plate of snacks. I recognized about half of the items on the plate. My stomach gurgled appreciatively. The last thing I’d eaten had been honeycomb and fruit in an imaginary land. I wasn’t sure if that even counted as a meal. 
 
    I stopped myself from saying thank you. I wasn’t sure if thanks were safe in this sort of company. One of the Guardians—a broad man with brown, bristly hair—sat with us, and I was pretty sure he counted as Fae. 
 
    Thankfully, it didn’t feel like this little picnic had been arranged so that everyone could stare at me. Instead, everyone seemed as voraciously hungry as I felt. The dragon didn’t eat any of the foods the rest of us shared, but said that she was drinking in sunlight at the moment. 
 
    A cool, bracingly icy presence settled beside me. It drifted across my face, making me startle. 
 
    “Kinley,” my mother breathed. “Don’t be afraid. My touch cannot hurt you, not in this form.” 
 
    Strange, I’d always thought that my touch hurt other people, not that they were hurting me. It didn’t make any of the facts any different, but somehow, the difference felt significant. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to my mother. She, like Terra, had been an instrumental part of the end—of destroying the bees and the spirit world. Yet, here she was, looking at me with beseeching eyes. 
 
    “Is this what you wanted?” I asked. Maybe it wasn’t fair. I was willing to let go of Terra’s actions. My mother’s felt like much more personal of a betrayal. 
 
    I’d never even had the chance to get to know my mother. The state of her mind, her role as a bee-witch, my sensitivity to touch—they had all made a relationship with her impossible. I’d been too young when she died. I’d never had the chance to see her as more than a mother, but as a person, before it was too late. 
 
    I’d had my aunts, of course, but they hadn’t even tried to take her place. I wasn’t sure, looking back, if there had been a place to be filled. We had never had the relationship that mothers and daughters were supposed to have. I couldn’t remember a time when we’d cuddled or read books together. Of course, we wouldn’t have been able to. If she’d touched me, I would have been lost in her memories. 
 
    She’d never liked looking back, I remembered. She didn’t like the questions I asked when I was young and too little to know any better than to ask about the things I saw in my visions. She didn’t want to think about the past. 
 
    My questions and needs had overwhelmed her. She had wanted a baby, but she had wanted the sort of baby that could be held and cuddled. She hadn’t expected me, sensitive and too broken to be the little girl she’d dreamed of having. 
 
    I didn’t know anything about my father. If I’d ever seen visions of his face in her memory, those images were lost now. She never talked about him, not to me. He’d only been an abstract idea to me most of my life. I didn’t even know if he had been a love of her life or just a means to an end. 
 
    All I knew was that I’d never met him. He was gone before I was born. 
 
    “No,” my mother said, answering the question I’d nearly forgotten I’d asked. “I didn’t want this. I thought—I thought the worlds uniting would fix everything that was broken. In this world, in our family…” She shrugged. “I know I am a selfish being, Kinley. But I want you to know and believe that all I could think of, all I could see, was how much this legacy was hurting you. You are my daughter, and that broke you. It stole me away from you. It took… everything. I wanted that to end…” She looked down at her transparent hands. “I didn’t think… didn’t believe that ending that would end everything. I wanted more for you. I wanted you to have more than I had. And, instead, you have had even less. I feel… so ashamed that I did this to you. I brought you here. I made you and carried you, and now you’re suffering…” 
 
    Spirits, I discovered, could cry. I watch the tiny pieces of her essence spill down her cheeks, dissolving into nothing. 
 
    “Don’t,” I cried instinctively. I didn’t want to watch her fade away in front of me. Not again. 
 
    “Is everything all right with you and your Guardian?” a tiny voice asked. A tiny creature with long, stick-thin limbs, knobby joins, and an acorn for a head looked up at me quizzically. 
 
    I took a bite of a stale graham cracker so I wouldn’t laugh. It looked like the sort of figure a child would make out of things they found in the woods. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, once my mouth was free of crumbs. “We are fine.” 
 
    It crossed its arms across its chest. “Well, it’s curious. You kissed him. We all saw that.” 
 
    The others in our little picnic nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Yes, we all saw,” the dragon agreed. 
 
    “But you have not even looked at each other for some time now,” the tiny stick-figure continued. 
 
    I looked now. 
 
    It was not difficult to find Kit’s shape among all the others. I would recognize him anywhere, from any distance. The way he stood, the way his straight hair fell carelessly over his eyes, the way he flexed his hands as he listened intently. 
 
    He was so beautiful, so himself, that it hurt to look at him. Something in my chest ached with the exquisite pain of our connection, our separation. It was the echo of our stolen moment, our golden afternoon, twisted into a wistful shadow of memory. Lost forever. 
 
    “Ohhh,” someone breathed. 
 
    I pulled my eyes away from Kit and returned back to nibbling on the food in front of me. I had no appetite now, but it was better than focusing on my own thoughts and feelings. 
 
    “Here,” the broad, bristly Guardian grunted, holding something out in front of me. 
 
    I took it, realizing belatedly that it was a cup of mead. 
 
    I stared down at it, wondering if I risked visions by doing so. 
 
    I sipped at it, astringent and sweet. It made me think about my bees. I could almost hear them now, though it was only in my memory. 
 
    I missed them. 
 
    “When do you think we will start?” The voice that asked this was tiny and chirping, almost birdlike. 
 
    “Now,” I think, the dragon answered. “The others are beginning to gather together.” She blinked an amethyst eye in my direction. “We will be with you, tiny Oracle. Take courage. Breathe deep.” 
 
    I obediently drew in a deep breath. 
 
    It was time. 
 
    For better or worse, I was ready. 
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    It hurt to look at Kinley. 
 
    It was real, I reminded myself. Our brief moment, suspended in time together, faded into doubt far too easily. 
 
    While the others gathered into their groups—some physically, some connected by more magical means  — to pool their power together for Kinley’s use, I stood uselessly by her side… and pined. 
 
    There wasn’t really another word for it. No word in the modern vernacular fit quite as well. I was pining after her with the deep, painful nostalgia that made it feel like she was already gone. She wasn’t, though. She was standing right in front of me. 
 
    But she didn’t look at me. 
 
    I understood why. It was too hard to keep the mask in place if I looked at her. I could go through the motions and do what needed to be done, but not if I was distracted by her voice or the way she moved her hands when she talked. 
 
    If I looked at her, if I made this real, I wasn’t sure I could let her do this. 
 
    And I had promised myself and Kinley that I would stop trying to make her decisions for her. It wasn’t up to me to stop her. I couldn’t stand in her way. 
 
    No matter how terrified I was for her. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I asked. It was amazing how a life full of discipline and training could keep my voice steady. I sounded so cool and casual, as if I wasn’t sending the person I cared about into danger with only me as her lifeline. 
 
    I knew it was more than just caring about her. But if I said the other word out loud, even inside of my head, I would never be able to let go. 
 
    And I had to. 
 
    Even if I’d rather let the world burn than put her through this. 
 
    She flashed a weak smile up at me, not really meeting my eyes. She barely glanced towards my face. Her shoulders hovered around her ears. Each breath sounded conscious and forcibly calmed. 
 
    “I’m here,” I said. It wasn’t enough. Not even close to enough. 
 
    This might work. It might not. But the danger was the same to Kinley, whether we succeeded or not. The others might be willing to ignore the danger, but I wasn’t. 
 
    The accumulated magic of all these beings was more than enough to burn her out. I could do my best to shield her, but getting in the way might put her at risk. 
 
    She was the focus of everything. 
 
    But what, a little voice at the back of my mind niggled, if she didn’t have to be? 
 
    I’d be handling the magic, anyway. I had to be the one to hold it for her to work her Oracle abilities. 
 
    The thought was still only half-formed when I saw my sister reach towards me for me to take her hand. Everything was fitting together. 
 
    The last link would be between me and Kinley. 
 
    I didn’t particularly want to hold my sister’s hand. Not because of any of those childish notions of germs and grossness, but because I was still mad at her. 
 
    I loved my sister. I always would. 
 
    But I was extremely angry with her. 
 
    We wouldn’t be here if she wasn’t a hot-headed, gullible idiot. It was her lies and conniving, her vindictiveness, her refusal to accept anything resembling accountability, that had brought us to this point. 
 
    She’d been willing to sacrifice Kinley all along. She’d been ready to sacrifice her before she’d known who she was, and she’d be quick to place the blame for everything that went wrong on Kinley. She’d blamed Penny’s death on Kinley, even though it was her own allies that had committed that murder. 
 
    She’d known what killing the bees would do to Kinley, and she’d grinned at her as she swatted down, ending the life of that spirit bee, leading to the final swarm that ended… well, the world. 
 
    And here she was, with sad eyes, pretending like all of these things she’d done, all of these choices she had made, had just somehow happened to her. 
 
    She wasn’t here because she wanted to do the right thing. She was here because she wanted to live. She wanted to sweep all of her betrayals under the rug. She still wasn’t taking responsibility for any of it. 
 
    “Don’t look at me like that,” she muttered, still holding her hand out for me to take. 
 
    “If she dies,” I hissed distinctly, low enough that Kinley couldn’t hear me. “I will hunt you down and kill you.” 
 
    My sister blinked at me, her mouth dropping open. Her skin paled. 
 
    I’d never spoken to Terra that way in our lives. She must have been able to see from my expression that I meant every word. 
 
    Terra’s face closed down. She shot me a flat look. 
 
    “So you’ll throw it all away,” she said, her voice bitter. Unlike me, she clearly didn’t care if Kinley overheard our exchange. “You’ll turn on your family for her.” Her voice spat out the last word as if it were poison. 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. “You did. Funny how, when it came down to you, family didn’t matter. But now that you’ve destroyed everything, and it’s up to Kinley to fix all your mistakes, you suddenly care about family again. Why don’t you just admit that family is something you care about only when it allows you to keep me in line?” 
 
    She glared at me. 
 
    “Problems?” Cailleach’s voice reached my ears, mild and calm. “We are waiting for you two.” 
 
    I closed my eyes briefly. I didn’t have time for this now. 
 
    I slapped my hand down into Terra’s and turned my attention to the person who deserved it. 
 
    Kinley stared down at the ground. She frowned slightly, her brows gathered together. Was she afraid? I wondered. I wished I could tell her that I would make sure it would all be OK. 
 
    It was a noble idea, if absolutely idiotic. 
 
    “Kinley,” I said softly. 
 
    She looked up then, right into my face. Her lips parted slightly. The waning sunlight of evening highlighted the planes of her face, making her look too vulnerable, too otherworldly, to belong here with me. 
 
    She was absolutely radiant. 
 
    And I had to be the one to send her straight to hell. 
 
    “I’ll be with you the whole time,” I told her. 
 
    She nodded. She drew in a sharp breath and let it out slowly, letting her eyes drift closed for a moment. She rocked slightly from side to side, stretching out her neck. 
 
    Her eyes opened again, serious and determined. 
 
    “I’m ready,” she said. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    She held out her hand towards me. It didn’t shake. 
 
    She trusted me. She would let me drag her into hell, trusting that I would bring her back again. I hadn’t earned that trust, but here it was, gazing at me with honey-tinted eyes and the face that haunted my dreams. 
 
    “I get it now, Orpheus, dude,” I muttered under my breath. “I get it.” 
 
    I could feel the magic around me gathering. It thrummed through all the connections around us. The network of magic called, anchoring through my blood—to my sister, to my father, through them, to the others. And on the other side, the last link remained. 
 
    I reached out and took Kinley’s hand. 
 
    The niggling idea at the back of my mind burst into the forefront of my mind. As Kinley’s abilities reached towards the power, as the power fed into her, it met, for one brief moment, inside of me. 
 
    I was the conduit. 
 
    I seized control of the working. I did it subtly, cautious, making sure that Kinley would never know. I anchored the magic, not in her, but in me. Her magic had to reach through me to activate. It would feel no different, it would change nothing. 
 
    Except, it would change everything. 
 
    Instead of Kinley being the focus of all that power, I was the focus. I would hold it for her. I would take the risk of burnout and the consequences of all that power onto myself. She didn’t need to be the center of the spell, she just needed to access the power. 
 
    I would channel it. 
 
    I would do this last act as her Guardian. I wouldn’t take the choice from her, but this was a choice I could make for myself. I would not stand in her way. I would not decide for her, but I would do everything I could to protect her. 
 
    I could feel everything. The connections weren’t static, but living, colored with the flavor of each of the participants. I could feel Cailleach’s familiar deep calm. I could feel my sister, with her usual sharp agitation and restlessness. I could even feel Ammon there, the strange polarity of his magic and Kinley’s actually creating more power, not less. 
 
    The connection with Ammon was unique. I could feel him through the linked up magic network—he was part of the shifter chain—but I could also feel the separate connection we’d forged together when we’d attempted to call Kinley back from her madness. 
 
    We’d joined our blood. It was an act that was more or less sacred to Blood witches. It was a significant thing, giving blood to a Blood witch. The link might not be forever, but it was still active now. It resonated with my blood, my bear, my magical signature in a way that felt new and unfamiliar. I wondered, distantly, if I might be something akin to a Blood witch myself now. 
 
    Something in my essence had changed. 
 
    The flow of magic made it simple to anchor Kinley. I didn’t have to search for her energy, not with the connection we’d reforged between us. She was there, bright and brilliant on the periphery of my awareness. I could feel her energy, layered and complicated. She felt like her magic had even more layers than Cailleach’s. Even the boy with the ivy crown and the dragon couldn’t quite match the splendor that was Kinley’s light. 
 
    Kinley had absolutely no idea how powerful she was. 
 
    Instead of pushing all the magic to Kinley, I called it all into myself. Instead of pushing towards her, I pulled from her, letting her shape the magic with her abilities, but holding all the energy within myself. She would shape the power, but I would be the one to release it into the universe. 
 
    I felt the brief spark of her confusion. 
 
    Then terror. 
 
    She tried to snatch her power back, but it was too late. Her intention had already been set. She’d already released it all, not realizing that I was the one holding the reins. 
 
    I had so much I wanted to say to her. 
 
    I’d never seen magic work from the inside like this. I could actually see the way Kinley’s intention worked its way through the network of power, feeding and shaping. It crashed together like a wave, a beacon of energy. It echoed through every part of the network, every link in the chain. 
 
    And then it all poured through me. 
 
    The edges of reality curled and burned, ashes flickering as the word cracked, reversed, and began to fit together again. 
 
    It was working. I could feel it. I could see the way the pieces would all fit together. The worlds adjusted, the membrane of the spirit world began to knit together. 
 
    I wanted to laugh out loud, but I was too busy trying to hold on. Overwhelming sensations bombarded me from every possible direction. Spots danced in front of my eyes—or were those pieces of the many-layered world that were scorching and burning like pieces of an old movie film? 
 
    The magic called the spirits. Their place was restored and ready for them. They came from all corners of the worlds, flowing through the combined magic, coursing through me, ready to be released back to where they belonged. 
 
    But it didn’t work. 
 
    The spirits wouldn’t flow through me. 
 
    Maybe they couldn’t. Maybe they refused to. As they reached my energy, the flow of magic stopped. The spirits blocked the flow of power. They build up, pushing against me, demanding that I let them through. 
 
    But I wasn’t made correctly. I could not be the doorway they needed me to be. 
 
    I wasn’t the oracle. 
 
    I wasn’t a bee. 
 
    Panic and despair flowed through me. 
 
    Kinley, I thought. I am so, so sorry! 
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    “Kit!” I screamed. 
 
    He’d been there, right there. I could feel his hand in mine. I could feel our connection. I could feel his energy anchoring me. 
 
    And then… everything flipped sideways, and it just disappeared. 
 
    I could only guess what had happened. Knowing Kit, it wasn’t that hard. He’d tried to carry this burden for me. He’d said it over and over again, that he wished he could take this from me. 
 
    He must have thought he found a way. 
 
    But there wasn’t one. 
 
    The whole point of this exercise was that it had to be me. I was the Oracle. I was the last bee. 
 
    Kit was my Guardian. He was my anchor. 
 
    But that didn’t make him an honorary bee. 
 
    If any of us survived this, I was going to kick him into outer space. Heroics were well and good for stories, but this was real life. Heroics ended badly in real life. 
 
    I could feel the magic around me. A person would have to be completely insensitive not to feel such an enormous amount of power in one place. Even entirely non-magical humans would have been able to feel it. 
 
    But there was something wrong. It felt… blocked, somehow. It wasn’t flowing the way it should. I couldn’t see where everything had gone wrong, because there was just too much magic to sort through. And it was all stamped with the personalities of those the magic came from. 
 
    It was like trying to search through a crowd for one singular voice. 
 
    I pulled on my connection to Kit. The connection was still there. I could feel something. But I couldn’t feel Kit himself. The connection felt strange, muffled, or heavy. I didn’t know what that meant. 
 
    A familiar imprint seemed to call to me. Not Kit. The energy signature was wrong for that. This power belonged to someone that resonated strangely with my magic. It had the same feel as magnets pulling and pushing against each other, but not quite able to snap together. 
 
    “Here, follow this.” It was more of an impression than actual words, but I could almost hear Ammon’s voice calling to me. I focused my energy on that sensation. I followed the imprint back to its source. 
 
    Yes, Ammon. I would know that strange combination of power, but no affinity anywhere. I could feel him trying to draw my attention to part of him, part of his power. Something… connected. 
 
    “Here,” another voice called. It didn’t distract me from the first, but emphasized it. The faint something connected to Ammon’s power seemed somewhat clearer. 
 
    Terra, I thought. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one with a connection to Kit here. His sister was here. His father was here. His community, his family, his teacher… they were all here. 
 
    Maybe, if we aligned those connections together, I would be able to reach him. All I had to do was find where my connection to him resonated with their separate connections. 
 
    “Help me!” I sent the plea through the network of power. I didn’t know if they could sense me, if they could hear me, but it felt as if the attention and focus of the magic shifted. 
 
    There was something else there. Something bright and familiar. So small and insignificant, yet concentrated with blinding golden power. 
 
    “Here,” my mother called to me. 
 
    I followed her power, so much like my own. It was far easier to follow, even than the connections I shared with Kit. 
 
    I could feel them now. 
 
    The spirits, some wailing, some weeping, all pushing towards their goal. 
 
    All blocked. 
 
    By Kit. 
 
    Kit was a conduit, but he wasn’t a doorway. He could not release them into the new world we had created. 
 
    If I didn’t do something quickly, the entire effort would have been wasted. I didn’t want to consider what sort of backlash this amount of power would have. 
 
    I could feel all the connections between the power and Kit. If he hadn’t had so many connections, he never would have been able to attempt to take the focus of this spell the way he had. 
 
    I could feel him there, but only faintly. He was barely holding onto the power. The pressure of the spirits, the weight of the magic, was fraying the structure of his mind. I wasn’t sure he was truly conscious at this point. 
 
    I knew the feeling too well. I knew what it was like to have pieces of my mind, parts of my soul, shredded by my contact with the spirits. 
 
    “You have to give it back, now,” I thought to him. I knew he couldn’t hear me. 
 
    I loved that he had wanted to save me. I loved that he had thought to try such a thing. 
 
    But this was my burden. My magic. My ability. 
 
    He had to give it back to me. 
 
    Even unconscious, he fought me. It took everyone connected to him in the network of magic to pry him away from his chosen course. If it hadn’t been for the unbearable pressure of the souls trying to break through a doorway that didn’t exist, he might have succeeded. 
 
    I seized the power back from him. 
 
    It hurt. 
 
    But I’d been made to be a doorway. Bees were the carriers, the communicators, the doorways between the spirit world and all the other worlds. 
 
    The spirits surged through me, bursting open the floodgates. What should have been an even, steady flow was a torrent of spirits, released all at once. 
 
    They tore pieces from me as they passed. They could not help it. It was the toll of playing such a role. Pieces of me were stolen or left behind. 
 
    I felt the cool, gentle breath of my mother’s passing into the renewed spirit world. 
 
    The magic steadied. As the spirits flowed through me into the restored space we’d shaped for them, the worlds themselves began to relax back into place. Cracks and burn marks eased and healed, the planes remembering what they had been before the worlds had burst. I could feel the rightness of it all. 
 
    There were so many of them. I’d struggled to understand that my world and Faerie existed in the same space, but in different planes. But there were so many other planes that existed within this one world. They were so different, so strange. 
 
    So intensely beautiful. 
 
    I left pieces of myself behind in all of them. I couldn’t help it. 
 
    There was something about these planes, about this world with its countless facets. Layered and complex and maddening, this world held every drop of love I was capable of feeling. I loved them all. I found I knew them all. Not with names or languages, but I knew all the spaces. I knew all the faces. 
 
    This was my home. This was what I chose. 
 
    This world, containing so many worlds, was worth giving up everything for. 
 
    I needed it to survive. I needed it to heal. 
 
    And I could see the flaw. 
 
    It had always been there. We had known it would be there if we ever got this far. 
 
    The spirit plane was the lifeblood of the world. It fed energy into the worlds and siphoned energy back out of them. It kept the balances between the planes. It kept them from collapsing together. It was the structure that held everything together. Like the atmosphere itself, it encapsulated and held our tiny rock of miracles together. 
 
    But that structure, which had worked for the lifetime of this world, long before the intelligence ever awakened, had depended on the idea of bees. Bees had been there from the beginning. They—we—had shaped this world in the images of our dreams and memories. We had breathed life into it. We had built the structure that powered it. 
 
    We had kept this world, this organism, alive and whole. Every layer, every realm provided for. 
 
    But there were no more bees here. 
 
    And, I knew, they would not return again. The world had turned its back on the bees. Now it had to survive or die without them. 
 
    Except I was still here. 
 
    The newly reformed spirit plane would fail without bees. 
 
    But I was only one. 
 
    I could try to restore the line. Have children. Make more bee-witches. My blood could call back some of the bee-witch souls. It might bring back bees of a sort—it might not. 
 
    What could bee-witches do without physical bees? 
 
    I could try. 
 
    But it would take too much time. 
 
    We didn’t have time. 
 
    Already the spirits were stretching the capabilities of the newly formed spirit world. Without the flow of energy, in and out, it would not sustain the world the way it needed to. 
 
    The woman in the meadow had shown me what felt like countless choices that I could make. I could have walked away, then. 
 
    I didn’t think I could walk away now. 
 
    How? How could I do this? 
 
    The planes had stolen so much from me. I wasn’t sure I had enough left to give. Somehow, I had to be everything the world needed. I was one woman, one bee, one broken, half-mad speck of energy in a countless sea of storms. I didn’t have the strength to carry it all. There wasn’t enough of me left. 
 
    I couldn’t do this on my own. 
 
    I needed help. 
 
    But there was no one there that could help me. 
 
    The worlds were restored. The vast collection of power that had poured into me from all over the countless worlds had been spent. 
 
    There was nothing left. 
 
    The faintest flicker of movement danced along my connection to Kit. 
 
    I could feel him there. He felt as tattered and exhausted as I was. 
 
    If I chose now to return to my body and wait for the world to die a final time, would we even have something left to return to? Was there enough of me left to fill my body? Was there enough of Kit left for him to return and be in any way himself again? 
 
    I couldn’t see how. 
 
    I could feel those pieces of me scattered across the planes of the worlds. They were sill part of me, though I thought they were lost. Spread out so thinly over so much territory, my sense of self was weak and faded. I could barely recall anything. 
 
    But the sparks that made up Kit called to me, all of me. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cailleach 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Come now, the story is not quite over. There is no need for tears. There was a time when stories like this were not uncommon. We have constellations for a reason, you know. Heroes, monsters, memories. How many times has this world died and been reborn? Perhaps some are not wrong when they say each day carries a birth and death. 
 
    I cannot, with full honesty, pretend that I did not foretell this moment, or one like it. 
 
    I have been here for a long time. Almost as long as the bees, though never quite with their capacity for selflessness. I cannot even call myself a Guardian. I have always kept my little spaces—my house and my secrets. Some still remember me. Some fear me—as they should. Some love me—as they should. 
 
    I’m the witch and the grandmother and the old woman in the woods. 
 
    I am not a Guardian. I do not exist to protect and serve this world and all its parts. 
 
    I am the Storyteller. 
 
    There were more stories, back before spoken words were frozen in time and placed in stone, parchment, or paper. Humans, and other species on the other planes, have forgotten the art of stories. New technologies expand some horizons, but mark the death knells of other secrets. 
 
    The mysteries of the stories. The deepest religion, the most ancient faith of them all. 
 
    But what about Kit and Kinley, you ask? What happened to them? How do they have their happily ever after? How did they save the world? 
 
    Child, child. 
 
    Who said that they did? 
 
    Now, don’t be cross. Don’t shake your head or stamp your foot. Don’t you frown at me. We both know you are too old to throw tantrums over things that cannot be undone. 
 
    I did tell you that the story did not end there. 
 
    I could end it here. Would it be the end? If I decided it was the ending, it would be. In life, no story has an ending. There’s always a next chapter. A new character. A new star. 
 
    Anyone who hangs around with Guardians as much as I do ends up a little star obsessed. 
 
    The Guardians know what it’s like to make one of the big choices. Each one of them chose at one point or another to give their essence to the worlds. They become art in the map of the sky. They exist on every plane, their stories varying to fit the world, but they stand sentinel. 
 
    They’re not like the bees. They are born of this world. 
 
    And then, one great choice, and they become stories and heroes and constellations. Bright and bold! There, twinkling every night so that any child can go outside and point a finger or tentacle or tail and call them by name. 
 
    The Great Bear. 
 
    Pegasus. 
 
    Chrysaor. 
 
    Oh, those are just a few. They have more names than there are planes. But they are known and familiar. 
 
    And, as it happens, there are no bees up there. 
 
    Why are we talking about constellations? 
 
    You are an impatient child, aren’t you? Do you expect the universe to serve up every one of its secrets in one sitting? Yes, the worlds are opened up to you each day, written in words, delivered on a whim. Yet, there are secrets you have not yet earned. 
 
    Peace, little one. Slow down. 
 
    There is a purpose in the madness. 
 
    Even the madness of bees. 
 
    Do you want stories? Or do you want the truth? 
 
    Sometimes the truth is less complete than the stories. Stories have all their dangling ends tucked in neatly, like a crochet blanket. They are planned and fit neatly together, making a whole. 
 
    Truth expands in fractals. It grows in random directions—a shoot here, a branch there, gaps and spaces instead of neat rows. 
 
    How would you like to proceed? 
 
    You must choose. 
 
    There always is a choice. 
 
    These generations are getting soft. A thousand years ago, they would have understood. Fairy tales have lost their teeth. In the stories of today, love conquers all. Heroes succeed. Ah, there’s an error there. 
 
    There are no heroes, you know. 
 
    Only people with choices. 
 
    Like you. 
 
    Like me. 
 
    I had a choice, you know. I could have been a Guardian. I could have been painted in stars for all to know and see. 
 
    I made my choice. 
 
    I may not be painted in stars, but the woods remember me. And there are those in all worlds who dream wild dreams of romance that takes the form of mosses and toadstools, not princes and balls. 
 
    They are all true stories. 
 
    The world cannot survive without stories. 
 
    It is one thing, you see, to exist. 
 
    It is an entirely different thing to live. 
 
    Stories are our lifeblood. 
 
    Like honey, I suppose. 
 
    But, perhaps, you do not remember honey. 
 
    Perhaps you, as so many young ones, have no memory of bees. 
 
    They have been gone for many seasons now. Human memory is quick to fade. It is why we need stories. Stories keep memories alive. 
 
    OK, OK. I know you want to know what happened to Kinley and Kit. 
 
    Did their love for each other save the day? 
 
    No. 
 
    Did Kinley find a way to bring back the bees? 
 
    You already know the answer to that. Look around, child. Do you see any bees here? No. Kinley did not bring back the bees. 
 
    There was a young man that used to visit here with me, just as you are now. He was a pupil of mine. A Blood witch. He was a precocious boy, even as a young shifter. 
 
    Of all the beings and souls in all the worlds, Ammon may be the only one who truly understands what happened that day. His connection to them gave him insights the rest of us could not begin to grasp. Blood, friendship, even, yes… love. You do prefer to cling to your love stories, don’t you? 
 
    He loved them both, you see. And he was connected to them both. 
 
    So, he felt it when they made their choice. 
 
    He may be the only one who truly understands why they made it. 
 
    Now you must choose. 
 
    If you leave now, you can decide what happened. You can make up anything you like. 
 
    We can test your mettle. 
 
    It is your choice. 
 
    There is always a choice. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ammon 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Memories are funny things. Brains lie. Minds drift. Faces fade. Things I used to think were more important than anything else have no meaning. 
 
    Then there are the memories that stay clear. I can relive those a thousand times and they never wear out. I can recall every breath, every sensation—the scent in my nostrils and the feeling of the air on my skin. 
 
    They’re never the right memories, of course. The ones I cling to are the ones that disappear all too quickly. 
 
    All those thoughts, all those burdens, all their futures wasted on a series of plans and worlds that don’t remember them and didn’t deserve consideration in the first place. 
 
    Their solution? Hardly clever. Altruistic, perhaps. But there is some question in certain circles about the nature of altruism. It may, in fact, be a sign of narcissism. Driven by their own belief that they and they alone hold all the answers. They’re special. They’re different. Their sacrifice will pay the balance. 
 
    Idealistic idiots, the pair of them. 
 
    If that is narcissism, they didn’t get their money’s worth. 
 
    They say that a hero will give up the one they love to save the world. 
 
    Enter, Kinley. 
 
    They say a villain will let the world die to save their loved one. 
 
    Kit. Oh, he’d deny it. Until his last breath, he’d believe that his loyalty was to the world. But, in the end, he chose her. 
 
    Choice, bah. 
 
    It didn’t matter what they chose when the moment came. She chose the world. He chose her. And I—cursed as I am—taught them how to do it. 
 
    It is my personal hell that I am the one who taught them how Blood magic works. 
 
    It’s a secret for a reason. 
 
    People with more empathy than sense should not have access to that sort of knowledge. 
 
    What is the point of having a brain at all if it is allowed to be hijacked by emotion? Empathy at the expense of all self is nothing but self harm. 
 
    So ambitious, so soft-hearted. 
 
    Fools. 
 
    I felt the moment they chose—she to carry the burden of all the bees. He, to balance and support her. Because he loved her. Because she loved the world. 
 
    Was it beautiful? Was it really? 
 
    Because that choice meant they could never be together ever again. 
 
    In fact, it was dependent on them staying apart. 
 
    The energy Kinley needed, to keep the energy flowing through the veil of the spirit realm, was gathered by the ties and tension between her and Kit. It is the strength of their longing that feeds the flow. 
 
    They could never be together. 
 
    They were at a balance with each other—pulling and pushing, creating the structure between them that cradles this world in its center. 
 
    Births. Deaths. Lives. 
 
    All thanks to their sacrifice. 
 
    Noble. 
 
    Lovely. 
 
    Altruistic. 
 
    Selfless idiots. 
 
    Pointlessly sacrificial. 
 
    They erased every single thing that made them interesting. 
 
    Kinley wrinkled her nose when she was exasperated. When would she get exasperated now? She turned herself basically into a battery for the world, so I’m sure that doesn’t promote the luxury of exasperation. 
 
    Where was the space for a self-righteous bookworm in that choice? So much research left unfinished and un-pontified. So much smugness left un… smugged? 
 
    If that’s not a word, it should be. 
 
    What about all the little children they should have had? What about the way the story should have ended? 
 
    No, they chose to be “noble”. They threw away their fight for love, their struggle to discover a way to overcome their obstacles and be together. 
 
    No world is worth that. Not even all the worlds in one combined. 
 
    It’s dissatisfying, isn’t it? 
 
    When I close my eyes, I picture them together in a meadow filled with flowers and bees. The sun is obnoxiously bright and annoying. Of course, no one wears sunglasses here because it would absolutely destroy the aesthetic. They walk together—him tall and her tiny. His bear wanders alongside them, occasionally snapping up a bee and pretending he hasn’t, whenever someone looks at him. 
 
    They’re happy and disgusting. The kinds of problems they face don’t matter at all because they are together. There’s nothing that feels impossible because they have their love. Their bond. 
 
    They’re not broken into sparks of light and energy, holding the world together by the pull and tension between them. They’re not lost to dreaming and wandering through the worlds, nothing more than whispers of thoughts and ideas for story writers, artists, and musicians. 
 
    In my dreams, they lived. 
 
    So, maybe I’m a villain after all. It was always the part I had to play in life. I embraced it young enough. 
 
    I would have let the world burn, if it meant they would have stayed somewhere. Lived. 
 
    Which is the best explanation I have for why I did what I did. 
 
      
 
    I realized at once what they had done, of course. Because of my own mistakes—getting involved being a major one of those—I was connected to both of those idiots. Cailleach would say it was because I cared, but Cailleach loves her little games. She knows that I am never motivated by anything as banal as feelings. 
 
    Gross. 
 
    Ugh. I need a cold shower just thinking about it. 
 
    Naturally, when everything settled back to the new normal, I made sure that everyone else knew exactly what Kinley and Kit had done. About their “noble” sacrifice and their needless waste of everything that made them even slightly tolerable. 
 
    There were tears, exclamations, weeping and wailing… 
 
    And nobody did a thing about any of it. 
 
    They were going to just sit around a boo-hoo all over each other and never once consider actually fixing the thing that made everything so terrible. 
 
    “I think people enjoy being miserable,” I told my sister, Ella, as the extended friends and family—most who never spent an afternoon listening to Kinley and Kit argue over everything—held a wake in their memory. 
 
    A wake. 
 
    Hello? That should have been a wake up call for them. 
 
    Yes. I agree. 
 
    That pun was beneath me. 
 
    “Obviously,” my sister agreed, frowning down at the plate she held in her perfectly manicured hands. 
 
    I had questions about that manicure. How had my sister managed to get her nails done in the middle of the apocalypse? I knew she had contacts, and those contacts were terrified of her, but that stretched the boundaries of my comprehension. 
 
    My sister always had her priorities. 
 
    “They call these funeral potatoes,” my sister continued, staring down at the offending lump on her plate. “I’ve had it from conflicting sources that their presence here means someone here is from the South, the Midwest, or is Mormon. They make me want to have a funeral for the potatoes in it. They should have made pierogies.” 
 
    “They don’t know how.” I nudged my sister. “If you can get past the beige on white coloring, they’re actually not horrible.” 
 
    My sister gaped at me. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Why are we talking about crimes against potato-kind when we should be talking about why we are having an absolutely pointless funerary moment?” 
 
    My sister took a tiny bite of the offending casserole and made a considering face. “I thought you liked them,” she said. 
 
    I glared at her with exasperation. “I do like them,” I said. “That’s why we should be doing something to save their sorry asses instead of moping around here like they’re dead or something.” 
 
    “They’re mostly dead,” Ella pointed out, her words muffled thanks to her stuffed mouth. 
 
    I stared at her. “You’re going to quote a movie at me now? Do you really think that’s appropriate?” 
 
    She shrugged. “If you want to form some kind of rescue party, that’s up to you. I’m just here for the potatoes.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. “I thought you liked them,” I said, echoing her own words back to her. 
 
    Ella shrugged. “I don’t know. Kinley was kind of ok when her crazy was acting up. The rest of the time, she was kind of bland. I didn’t really know Kit. He was tall, though.” She stared off into space. “I guess he was kind of hot, too.” She shrugged again. “It’s super sad, though.” 
 
    Trust my sister never to miss a jab at my own less than impressive height. I was a hair over five feet, five inches. I liked to think I looked at least five foot six. 
 
    Normally my height was not a sore spot for me, but Kit had essentially been a giant. No one actually needed to be that tall. It wasn’t economical. The amount of fuel needed to keep that size of a body running could run up a food bill. I’d seen it myself, when we’d gone food shopping. 
 
    My sister attempted to tap her fork against her glass, discovered the glass was actually plastic, made a face, and then cleared her throat. 
 
    When that didn’t garner the attention she required, she let out a blood-curdling scream. 
 
    That got everyone’s attention. 
 
    All around Kinley’s shabby living room, eyes turned towards us. 
 
    Ella smiled brilliantly, fully aware of how white her shifter teeth were against the brilliantly red lipstick she always wore. 
 
    “Great party,” she purred to the room in general. “My brother just has this teeny, tiny, little complaint.” She gestured towards me and stepped to one side. 
 
    I considered having an immediate migraine, but that was more Kinley’s style than mine. 
 
    “You do realize they’re still out there and we could be doing something to bring them back?” I said. “Don’t you think it might be a good idea to focus on that instead of throwing parties to celebrate their deaths when they are not actually dead?” 
 
    Terra, the bear shifter, and apparently Kit’s sister, dabbed her eyes on a tissue and looked devastated. I knew just enough about her to wonder just how many of those tears were crocodile related. 
 
    I glanced at the congenial expression of the saltwater crocodile shifter standing near here and amended that mental statement. 
 
    I did not trust her one bit. 
 
    “Of course, they’re dead,” she said with a dramatic little sniff. 
 
    “Oh, really?” I quipped. “How do you know?” 
 
    She blinked at me. 
 
    “Because I happen to know they’re not. Because I happen to be tied to those two idiots, and they’re not dead.” I rarely yelled, but I was currently considering doing just that. 
 
    “Ammon,” Cailleach said quietly, standing to one side with her small army of Guardians, who had more or less taken over the chocolate fountain erected in the honor of the departed. 
 
    I needed to get some incriminating photographs of the Pegasus Guardian getting chocolate all over her face. If that gorgon badge of hers had taste buds, it would have been grinning. 
 
    I stabbed a finger at Cailleach. “You know they’re not dead. So, why aren’t you doing anything about it?” 
 
    The old witch hemmed and hawed and finally muttered something about “accepted precedence.” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose. “They’re not stars, Cailleach. They’re not constellations. They’re a pair of idiots who saw one solution to everyone’s problems and decided it was the only issues. Are you really OK with that? Because I can’t understand why no one is doing anything about it.” 
 
    Cailleach turned her head towards the Guardians. 
 
    The broad one, the boar Guardian, shifted slightly. “They made their decision,” he said in his gruff voice. “Trying to rearrange things would be… complicated. It’s just easier…” 
 
    “Easier to throw a funeral?” I suggested. “Easier to be selfish and greedy and pretend that two people who actually have some decency between them didn’t sacrifice themselves pointlessly?” 
 
    All around the room, blank looks stared in my direction. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” I demanded. “Why is everyone OK with this? I’m a Blood witch and I’m the one taking the moral high road here? Are you all really that lazy?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Ella admitted, her mouth full of more potato. She must have gone back to the table to get another serving. 
 
    “I’m in,” said a deep voice. “If there’s any way to get them back, I want to try.” 
 
    Of course, it would be Kit’s father. He had that inherited nobility stuff coming out of his ears. At least he was Fae and a Guardian. And he had some cool bear-related abilities. As far as allies went, he wasn’t the worst. 
 
    Kit’s sister’s chin wobbled. I was impressed that such a dominant shifter, especially with her history of unnecessary violence, could actually cry. 
 
    “I’m in,” she said. Her voice was watery. She cleared her throat and squared her shoulders. She looked significantly at the shifters around her—all members of her clan. “We are in,” she clarified. 
 
    I glanced sideways at my sister. 
 
    She was generally competitive about stuff like this. We were wolf shifters, after all. We were supposed to be the elite. 
 
    She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she said. “I guess we’re going to go save the little milquetoast and her true love. Happy days.” She waggled her hands in a mocking little cheer. 
 
    Next to me, Cailleach signed so softly I knew I was the only one that could hear her. 
 
    “Why won’t you ever learn to leave things well and enough alone?” she muttered. “Do you know what something like this is going to cost us?” 
 
    “No,” I said blandly. “And I don’t really care.” 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow. She was letting her old lady glamor slip a little bit. A bit of youthful, wrinkle-free skin appeared beneath her countless hats. Lifting a skeptical eyebrow in such a getup was a true skill. 
 
    “The worlds are in balance,” Cailleach said, her voice still low. “Kinley has figured out a way to keep that balance. She has solved the problem with the bees. It’s all taken care of. Neat and precise. It’s not particularly elegant, but it’s what I would expect from amateurs.” 
 
    “You’re not an amateur,” I pointed out. 
 
    Cailleach sighed. “No, I’m not. And that’s how I know that what you’ve just done is borrow all of us a lot of trouble.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” I repeated. “In the whole world there are maybe four… five people I can tolerate. Well, tolerate is putting it strongly. It just comes down to this—Kinley and Kit are better than most of the people here. So, I’m OK with most of the people here going down in flames if it means that they come back. And yes, I know that puts me firmly in the ‘villain’ camp.” 
 
    “Actually, these days we call ourselves ‘anti-heroes’,” Cailleach murmured in response. “We even have a theme song. It’s very catchy.” 
 
    I just looked at her. 
 
    The old witch sighed. “Fine. But this is going to take some serious consideration. We need to address structure, approach, power abilities…” She shook her head. 
 
    “Thank you, Baba,” I said sweetly. 
 
    She pointed a decidedly not aged finger in my direction. 
 
    “You,” she said decidedly. “Are a pain in my ass. You’re lucky that I love my grandson.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ammon 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I knew we would do a good job,” Ella said triumphantly. “Once we got Cailleach on board, I knew we had it in the bag.” 
 
    I glanced at my sister. “There is no ‘we’ about it. You’ve been playing kissy face with every possible type of potato for the past week. You have not been helpful in the least bit.” 
 
    She grinned. “You’re welcome.” 
 
    She sauntered off, the long tail of her high-ponytail swishing behind her. 
 
    Kinley had made comments about my sister’s ponytail. She said it was what made my sister an effective bad guy. It apparently increased her scary factor significantly. 
 
    I could see it. 
 
    Despite what Ella said, there wasn’t an easy solution to our problem. 
 
    “There are other psychopomps,” the little boy with the red curls and a crown of ivy said. “There are countless gates and underworlds. Can’t we take advantage of those?” 
 
    I, of course, knew that the word referred to someone who guided souls to their proper place, but it was the first time I’d heard it used specifically in reference to Kinley. 
 
    It was kind of perfect. Especially the first part of it. 
 
    Because she was going crazy. 
 
    I needed to get this mess cleaned up and stop having feelings. They were starting to mess with my sense of humor. It was degrading by the day. 
 
    “The bees were always part of every system,” Cailleach said thoughtfully, frowning down at a map on the table in front of her. As it was a map of the constellations, I decided not to question its appropriateness for our current discussion. 
 
    “What we need to do is create a new system.” The speaker was a tall dark man who spent most of his time around the boy with the red hair. I wasn’t sure what they were, magically speaking, but I also had enough common sense not to ask. They felt a little too much like Cailleach for me to dismiss them as easily as I dismissed everyone else. 
 
    “How?” I asked. “Dismantle the word and rebuild it entirely from scratch? Isn’t that what we’ve been trying to avoid?” 
 
    The tall man just looked mildly in my direction. “Not quite,” he said. He pulled a pencil out of nowhere and started making marks on a piece of paper. I was pretty sure he was doodling, but I wasn’t going to be the one to call him out on it. “We can build off of the structure that Kinley rebuilt. Think of it as… they can act as scaffolding for a new structure.” 
 
    “It’s going to take an enormous amount of power,” the Pegasus Guardian said, frowning slightly. “I think…” She paused, glancing at the other Guardians. “We may need to discuss this among all of our kind.” 
 
    Marc shook his head slightly. “Just tell us about your idea now. If we need to bring it up with the others, later, we will.” 
 
    She nodded, drawing in a deep breath. “I think the key may be in the internal structure,” she said. “In the absence of guides—or psychopomps as the Old One said—we need communication points that regulate the spirits appropriately throughout all the worlds. Clearly, the nature of constellations could be utilized in this process.” 
 
    The boy—the Old One—nodded thoughtfully. “I see. Because they are present in all the worlds. It makes sense.” He frowned slightly. “For this to work properly, it may be that all the doorways will need to be locked between the planes. Permanently.” 
 
    Cailleach nodded. “You’re right. Otherwise, the leakage would weaken the entire structure.” 
 
    Everyone seemed to be exchanging significant looks across the table at each other. I would have joined in, but I had no idea what was going on. 
 
    “What will happen to the magic?” Terra asked. 
 
    I hadn’t even noticed her standing there. She was tall, like her brother, but in this group, that didn’t draw attention. 
 
    “We will have to spread it out evenly throughout the worlds before we close off the planes,” the tall man said thoughtfully. He picked up the piece of paper he’d been scribbling on, folded it in half, and tucked it into a pocket in his wizard robes. 
 
    “What will that mean for this plane?” Terra asked. 
 
    “You’ll have to decide to stay in this world or move to another plane for all your future generations,” Cailleach said sternly. “This world will have its fair share of magic, but the way it’s wasted here…” She shook her head. “Once it’s gone, it will be gone for good.” She glanced towards Marc. “Travel from plane to plane will be impossible. And the constellations…” 
 
    “Will have to remain fixed,” the Pegasus woman said. “We will have to stay in the skies and watch from afar. Our powers will be necessary for the spirits to travel properly.” 
 
    Cailleach’s comments about complications were starting to make sense. 
 
    “So, for this to work, we have to separate all the planes. The constellations have to stay in the sky. Magic will be contained on each plane separately, and… what have I missed?” I ticked the points off on my fingers. 
 
    “Some of us will have to hold the doors open from the other side,” the boy said. 
 
    “Some of us,” the boar constellation Guardian said. “That’s what you mean.” 
 
    The boy paused. “Yes, that too. But…” His eyes met Cailleach’s and that of the tall man. “The constellations are of this world. They lived here. They were born here. When this world dies, they will also die.” 
 
    Cailleach sighed. “I’ll go,” she said. “It’s past my time as it is. I’m strong enough to play that part.” 
 
    The boy patted her shoulder. “We will all go,” he said. “All of us Old Ones. We will go together.” 
 
    Cailleach nodded. If I hadn’t known the old woman so well, I would have thought she was on the verge of tears. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
    Cailleach met my eyes. “The bees played more than just a role for this world,” she said. “They are part of all the worlds and universes. They connect energy and spirits and life… without that connection, this world will die. We are not quite as ancient as the bees, but we have existed for the entirety of this world and have lived and walked on other worlds. We should have the strength needed to carry that part of the burden.” 
 
    “So, the Guardians will be gone,” I said. “The Old Ones will be gone. The planes will be separated and locked… what will be left here?” 
 
    Cailleach smiled a little wryly. “You will be. And those who choose to stay here. It will be a new world. A healed world. Kinley saw to that. It could be a great opportunity for humanity—a reset. The days of bees and powers and Guardians will be over. It will be the time for this plane, for you and your kind, and for humanity to make what they will of their lives. Isn’t that what you wanted?” 
 
    I thought about it. 
 
    It was so much to lose. The world would never be the way it was again. Sure, there would be magic, but there would be no visits from the Fae. No Old Ones. No Guardians. 
 
    A new world, a new type of magic, a new existence, would be born. Without all its minders and protectors. 
 
    It was so much to exchange for two lives. 
 
    Were Kinley and Kit worth such a sacrifice? 
 
    “One more thing,” Cailleach said. “This new structure of the spirit realm… it will be locked to Kinley. She will always be a bee. She will always be an oracle. The planes of the spirit, however, will be locked to her until she dies. I don’t know what that will mean for her powers. I do not know if she will be able to save the world again in the future, if this system fails.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. It was starting to feel a little tight. 
 
    “Kinley and Kit chose for all of us,” I said out loud, when I could trust my voice again. “I think it’s time for us to gather together and decide—together—for them. I can’t make this choice for anyone but myself. I don’t think anyone should decide for everyone else. I think… everyone needs a say.” I looked at the others. “Do we have time for that?” 
 
    “Yes,” the tall man said. “The system is stable. It may be easier now than in a few centuries, but a few years here and there should not make a difference.” 
 
    “Right.” As someone who had to measure times in days and years, that was difficult to process. 
 
    “I agree that a vote seems wise.” We all startled a little, even the Old Ones. A dragon should not have been able to remain so inconspicuous. 
 
    Her amethyst eyes sparkled at us with amusement. 
 
    “A vote,” we all agreed. 
 
    I knew in my heart what the right thing should be—and I hated I was thinking with my heart at all—but the decision had to lie with everyone who would be affected by the change. 
 
    Except the humans, of course. They didn’t know enough about anything. They’d just have to deal with whatever we decided for them. 
 
    They’d been doing the same to us for years. As far as I was concerned, turnabout was fair play. 
 
    “Are they worth it?” 
 
    I turned to look at my sister. She looked around the table at all the creatures and beings there. No doubt she saw exactly what I did—all the faces that would be absent if we were to be able to bring Kinley and Kit home. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. 
 
    “Then why?” Ella asked. “Why fight for them? Why do all of this if you’re not even sure if they’re worth saving?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it’s because we should, if we can. I’m not turning noble on you, Ella. I’m never going to do something because it’s the right or wrong thing. I do know that Kinley and Kit aren’t finished yet. They haven’t lived their lives. They haven’t done pretty much anything with their time. They haven’t had enough time. Can you say the same thing about those who would have to go to support the world in their place? There’s no version of this without a sacrifice. But… Ella, do we sacrifice the children to protect the elders? Who should make the sacrifice? Those who have lived full existences or those who never had the chance?” 
 
    “That doesn’t really work if Kinley’s essentially a reincarnated being,” my sister said dryly. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Because she’s only been Kinley for twenty-some years. She may have lived before—how do we know we haven’t all lived before? Kinley, as Kinley, has only lived for this tiny moment in the whole history of the world. And she’s lived all of that with purpose and drive and a fate….” I made a face. 
 
    “And now what?” Ella asked. 
 
    “I want to see what she does when there’s no point to any of it at all,” I said. “I want to see what she does and who she becomes when no one needs her. What will she do when it doesn’t matter at all?” 
 
    “I think our parents put your brain in sideways,” Ella said conversationally. 
 
    “Probably,” I agreed. “They probably put a little too much evil juice in your bottle as a baby.” 
 
    “Maybe they knew what they were doing,” she conceded. 
 
    “I doubt it,” I answered. “No one really knows what we’re doing. It’s all just an act.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The autumnal breeze tore through the upper branches of the tress, casting a litter or gold and red across the overgrown grass. The ground was mucky. Too many days in a row of rain could make puddles multiply, and it rained all too frequently this time of year. 
 
    The sky was an impossible shade of blue, washed clean from the rain. Only the softest wisps of cloud, so high up as to be nearly impossible to see, marred the expanse. 
 
    Kinley sat on the back porch, crocheting a blanket. She was using heavy homespun wool that she’d made herself. She wasn’t the best at spinning, so there were random bumps and lumps in the yarn that she had to work around. She made a face as Ammon set a mug of something steaming on the table next to her. 
 
    She lifted an eyebrow in warning as she counted off the last few stitches. 
 
    “Kit texted,” Ammon said, amusement in his voice. “He made it to the conference safely. Despite all your oracular predictions, he did not crash or get in an alpha skirmish crossing state lines. So much for the all powerful Oracle. You know, you look like a grandmother when you sit here like that. What are you making?” 
 
    “A disaster,” Kinley answered, making a face. She held the blanket up for him to inspect. “At least I can’t drop stitches the way I do with knitting. I don’t know why I thought I would be good at this.” 
 
    It was, in fact, extremely ugly and misshapen. If it was meant to be a gift, then the thought, and the thought alone, would have to count. How it managed to be both lumpy and frizzy was the real mystery. 
 
    “I don’t know either,” Ammon answered, his face perfectly serious as he inspected the mess of yarn. It was vaguely square-shaped. If Kinley held it in a certain way. “Hand-eye coordination isn’t your greatest skill.” 
 
    Kinley sighed. She set the project down on the table beside her with a dejected expression. “I don’t seem to have any skills. I’m not good at anything. I don’t know what to do with myself. How do you cope with that?” 
 
    Ammon pretended she’d stabbed him in the heart. “Ouch. That hurts. I’ll have you know I have lots of skills.” 
 
    Kinley lifted a skeptical eyebrow. “Not cooking, though,” she said. 
 
    “No.” Ammon laughed lightly. “Not that. Even by my standards, that was inedible. So much for hereditary cooking chops. I bet Kit’s having a big steak just about now.” He looked vaguely wistful at the thought. 
 
    “It’s Kit,” Kinley said dryly. “He’s probably having a greasy cheeseburger, fries, and a shake. He only allows himself to eat junk when he’s away. How do you think the conference will go?” 
 
    “No idea,” Ammon said, sitting down on the porch swing next to her. “I don’t particularly care.” 
 
    Kinley glanced at him. “You should,” she said. “You’re a shifter, too, even if you like to hide it.” 
 
    Ammon shrugged. “But then I wouldn’t get to snuggle up against you while Kit is away.” 
 
    Kinley laughed. “Why should that make any difference? You do it often enough while he’s here.” 
 
    “That’s just to annoy him,” Ammon said. “When he’s not here, I get to hug you just because I want to. No ulterior motives needed.” 
 
    Kinley leaned against him, grateful for the added warmth. The sun was starting to go down, and the air was getting nippy. It was the perfect weather for cuddling. 
 
    They sat quietly for a few minutes, looking out at the yard. In the trees nearby, a few birds quarreled and scolded each other before silence fell again. 
 
    The beehives were gone now. There was no purpose for them. Kinley couldn’t bring herself to throw them away. Instead, she had them tucked in the back of her shed, with the rest of her nostalgic items. 
 
    “I don’t think Kit minds as much as he pretends to,” she said abruptly. 
 
    “Hmm?” Ammon lifted his head from on top of hers. “No. I think you’re right. It’s habit now, I suppose. No need for jealousy now.” He leaned away so he could look her in the eyes. “You know, you don’t have to have everything figured out. You have time. Everything else has changed—even the world. You don’t have to read from the same script you had before.” 
 
    Kinley shrugged. “Yeah. I guess. It’s just… weird. All of it is weird, but this thing with Kit… I guess I don’t know how much of what we have, or had, or whatever, is because of the way we were tied together. The bond is still there, but it’s different now, when it isn’t necessary. I love him, you know. I always will. I just…” 
 
    “You guys have time now,” Ammon said. “You never had that. It changes things. I, for one, am a big believer in keeping things simple and addressing them one thing at a time.” 
 
    “You say that as if you aren’t one of my biggest complications,” she teased, leaning back against him. 
 
    “Oh, you do say things that delight my heart,” he said lightly. “You don’t have to pick me, either, dear heart. You have time. You have options. You don’t even have to pick anyone at all. The whole point of all of this is Kinley getting to be Kinley. And Kit getting to be Kit.” 
 
    “I know,” Kinley said. “It’s weird, though. The whole world feels big and new and strange. I don’t recognize my place in it. I had it all figured out, Ammon. I made the choice. I did what I was supposed to do. I let it all go. I gave it all up—my life, love, a future, everything. I made this big sacrifice of life and love and everything… Our love held the world together, Ammon. It was real. It happened.” 
 
    “I know,” Ammon said dryly. “Believe me. I was there.” 
 
    Kinley nudged him with a laugh. “And then you showed up and undid it all. Have I mentioned how rude that was of you?” 
 
    “Frequently.” Ammon pretended to wince as she elbowed him again. 
 
    “Here I was, being a great big hero, and you came in and undid it all.” Kinley frowned slightly. “And now there’s no sacrifice and real doesn’t make sense anymore. You undid the big sacrifice. I think that kind of makes you into a villain, Ammon.” 
 
    “I know,” Ammon said lightly. “I never aspired to be anything else but the villain to get in the way of all your perfect heroic deeds.” 
 
    Kinley laughed. “Well, you do make a terrific villain.” 
 
    Ammon half-bowed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, nestling closer. “But you’re still my hero.” 
 
    “That,” he said. “Is by far the worst thing anyone has ever said to me.” 
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