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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The worst part about slowly going mad was how aware I was of the steady dissolution of my brain. 
 
    It would not have been so bad if I couldn’t actually feel the fringes of my mind shred over time, if I couldn’t tell what thoughts of mine were growing less and less rational. Beneath the ever-growing mists of madness, my mind was frighteningly clear. 
 
    I knew exactly what was happening to me. I had seen my aunts and my own mother go through the same transition; little by little, losing themselves. Piece by piece, the traits and characteristics that made them who they were had been worn away under the bombardment of the madness. 
 
    I had watched them succumb, knowing that it was destined to be my fate, too. 
 
    The women of my family tended to die young. At least, the madness that claimed us offered that much mercy. Once the last rays of rational thought faded, the body was quick to follow. At least I didn’t have years of being a mindless husk to look forward to. Even small silver linings had some sort of sparkle. 
 
    I sat in the middle of my garden, leaning back on my heels and thinking about my mortality, as I was all-too likely to do these days. With no warning, a bee landed on my shoulder. 
 
    Bzzzzz, she commented, climbing down my sleeve to look at the weeds I was absently pulling. The best part of weeding was that it didn’t take much attention or brain power. I could probably weed my garden in my sleep. 
 
    “There are wildflowers by the gate, if you’re hungry,” I said hopefully. 
 
    Bzzzt. She looked up at me, waggling her striped and fuzzy honeybee bottom in a relaxed way. 
 
    I sighed. I thought so. 
 
    “Now’s really not the best time,” I said. I knew there was no point in arguing, but I had to make the effort anyway. Bees and spirits never chose convenient moments to call on me. 
 
    The bee climbed further down my sleeve, only coming to a stop when she found a comfortable spot of dappled sunlight—shining through my apple tree’s leaves—where she could settle down comfortably. 
 
    Her message was clear: she wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    All around us, bees hummed as they went about their work. They flashed through the patches of sunlight, sometimes glinting gold, sometimes black, sometimes a flicker of glitter through their transparent wings. They were industrious, as were most of their kind. 
 
    My garden had been planted with them in mind. It was a bee paradise. As I’d been taught from infancy, I provided the bees with flowers of all sorts to welcome them. The happy buzzing around me told me I’d been successful. Busy bees hurried from flower to flower, in their unending joyous labor of love. 
 
    All, of course, except for the bee on my sleeve. She had nothing better to do today than to sit on my arm and wait for my full attention. 
 
    “Are you sure you aren’t interested in some honeysuckle or roses?” I asked politely. “The roses are just opening and there’s plenty of pollen.” 
 
    Bzz. I didn’t know if bees ever yawned, but the sound coming from this one expressed nearly as much boredom as if she had let out one big, long, drawn-out dramatic yawn. 
 
    I looked around my yard, at all the flowers I had planted—in patches and blocks, not rows, which only added to the effect that they had somehow sprung up in this gleeful abundance on their own, rather than the intense designing process that I actually put into it. Every winter was spent industriously planning every square inch of my available space. 
 
    To misquote a famous woman, it took a lot of effort to look so easy. 
 
    The afternoon sun dripped down like dappled honey from above me, flickering through the dancing leaves of the trees that surrounded my yard like guardians. In a way the trees were guardians, though they had been put in place long before I’d come along. Apples stood at each corner of the yard, forming the foundation for layers of warding spells left from generations of women and witches. 
 
    A frisky breeze whipped through the upper branches of the trees, setting shadows dancing across my lawn. The warmth of the sunlight saturated down to my bones, soothing and comforting. This was my space, my comfort, my home. 
 
    I didn’t want to leave. 
 
    The little bee on my arm turned in a lazy circle before settling again, like a miniature and rather lazy cat. If I was careful, I knew that she would let me stroke her fuzzy back with the tip of one finger. Most bees liked me, but bees like this one were almost domestic in their acceptance of me. 
 
    Even crazy people needed their friends. Mine wore fuzzy stripes and had an undeserved reputation for viciousness. 
 
    We were playing a sort of game of chicken, this little bee and I. We both knew that I would do what I needed to, but neither of us was going to rush into making the next move in the dance. I would avoid and she would endure, and we could be locked in like this for hours or days. 
 
    However long it took for me to get my act together. 
 
    I knew from experience that ignoring a summons like this didn’t work. The bee wouldn’t just change her mind and go bother another bee witch. 
 
    In any case, I wasn’t positive, but I was pretty sure I was the last bee witch alive. I was certainly the end of my line, and I was determined to keep it so. Let the bees find someone else to bother, when my line was gone. 
 
    No, that wasn’t fair to the bees. It wasn’t their fault. 
 
    Let the spirits send the bees to someone else. 
 
    At the back of my mind, in that area so private I was absolutely, completely sure no one could hear my thoughts, I considered the unfairness of my situation. The spirits, in my opinion, had already lived a life. They had already made their decisions and finished their mortal time. It was absolutely unfair of them to come pestering me. 
 
    Especially when the very ability that allowed me to communicate with them was the reason that I would never be able to truly live my own life. But, go ahead spirits! Go ahead and steal my life! Go ahead and make me crazy and, you know, kill me! It’s not like I was doing anything in particular with my life. 
 
    Like, you know, living it. 
 
    I tried to swallow down the wave of resentment that flooded me. It didn’t matter what I felt. It didn’t matter that my course was set, and that it was a completely unfair one. None of that mattered, because my opinion wasn’t needed. I could have all the opinions in the universe and it wouldn’t make a difference. I didn’t get options. I didn’t have a choice. 
 
    Oh, I could try to ignore them. I could decide to ignore this, and all other bees. I could stay in my garden and plant flowers. I had done it in the past, when I had had more than just enough. I could refuse to listen to the spirits and their tiny messengers. 
 
    Just until they decided that they’d had enough of my impertinence and sent a swarm to deal with me. 
 
    I remembered those days, unable to move or walk, for fear that I would crush tiny, frail, fuzzy bodies under my feet. Every surface of my cottage, every blade of grass, every inch of my body wore a moving, humming, agitated curtain of bees. I refused to kill them. They were just as manipulated and controlled as I was. The real culprits were out of my reach, even if I had mustered enough energy to attempt vindication. 
 
    So, there was no real choice in the matter. One way or another, they always won. 
 
    I didn’t need much. My cottage, my garden, a few books to read… I would be contented with that life. 
 
    But one-by-one, the bees came for me. And, with every visit, the madness encroached further upon my mind. 
 
    “OK,” I said gruffly to the little bee, the little life-wrecker sleeping blissfully on my sleeve, blinking back useless tears of frustration. There was no point in fighting this. I didn’t know why I always resisted. I couldn’t seem to help fighting back, even if it was as useless as trying to swim across the entire vastness of the ocean. “Where are we going?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Kit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The local diner made a mean roast beef sandwich. It was sliced thin and piled high on that multigrain loaf that the diner made themselves every morning. They even served it with a little dish of au jus to dip it and the inevitable side of fries into. So, whenever I headed into town for various errands, I usually ended up at the diner with one of those sandwiches before my day was over. It was the closest I ever got to a guilty pleasure. And at diner prices, I didn’t even need to feel that guilty. 
 
    The bell over the door rang as I pushed it open and stepped into the not-retro, just old atmosphere of the diner. It was definitely the kind of place people went to for the food, not the atmosphere, though the owner, Katie, and her crew kept the place immaculately clean. 
 
    Katie herself waved to me from behind the counter as I took myself to my favorite booth. I’d been coming here since I was a kid coming with my grandad, back when it had been Katie’s mom and grandma, not Katie behind the counter. 
 
    Katie’s mom still hung around these days, though she didn’t wait tables anymore. I didn’t know what the town would do when the old bird was gone. She was the verbal center of the entire community. What she didn’t know about the people hereabouts wasn’t worth knowing. And probably not true, besides. 
 
    I slid into my usual booth and fiddled with the menu set there, even though I didn’t need one to order. I always got the same thing, every time I came; a roast beef sandwich, fries, and a malted chocolate shake just to make it feel like the luxury it was to be eating food I didn’t need to help prepare. 
 
    The town and the surrounding community were pretty small. I wouldn’t say that I knew everybody by name, but I knew most people’s faces. New faces tended to stick out around here. We were the sort of place where people didn’t drift into town; they drifted away and left for good. It was one of the reasons my family had settled here. People around here knew how to mind their own business. Even Katie’s mom knew what was gossip and what wasn’t any of her business. She tended to leave my family’s business alone. 
 
    Smart people picked up on that pretty quickly. Stupid people didn’t tend to live long enough to become repeat offenders. They just disappeared. Or were encouraged to drift right out of town. 
 
    The person talking to Katie at the counter was definitely what I would consider to be a new face. I’d never seen her before, and she was the sort I would have remembered. She was short—petite, my sister would say—with that shade of hair that fell halfway between brown and blond that I never knew what to call falling down to hit her about mid-back. She wore an oversized sweater that fell over her wrists and bunched up around her on her stool, and a worn and ratty looking pair of jeans. That she was a stranger would have attracted my attention anyway, but it was her obvious discomfort at being here that really made me take a moment and look again. 
 
    She nodded and smiled at Katie, but there was an awkwardness to the way she sat, the way she moved, that suggested that she was not as at ease as she was pretending to be. 
 
    That was not the body language of someone who wanted to be in this town. And I couldn’t think of a single reason for someone to be here that didn’t want to be. 
 
    At least, not a single good reason. 
 
    A bee wandered past me and bounced against the window next to me a few times before bumbling off in another direction. I sat back to let it go by, just in case it was in the kind of mood to sting. Respect went a long way with critters that could defend themselves. 
 
    I would know. 
 
    I scanned the room and craned my head towards the parking lot, just in case the uncomfortable stranger had some sort of companion with her. From what I could tell, she was here on her own. 
 
    I frowned. The idea of this girl here, in this town, by herself, didn’t sit with me well. Not because women weren’t just as capable of protecting themselves as men, or that women were more prone to causing trouble wherever they went, but because it was this town, near my home. If anything were to happen to her, I’d be bound to feel responsible. 
 
    I blew out a breath through my nose. All I wanted to do was sit here, at my favorite diner, and eat a meal in peace. The last thing I needed was more responsibility thrown onto my plate. 
 
    Katie came towards me across the ancient linoleum floor. Her graying dark hair was smoothed back neatly into a clip at the back of her head. She wore sneakers and the cliché diner-type dress behind an apron and her plastic nametag. Her cat’s eye framed glasses, her only claim to eccentricity, glinted in the florescent lights. I smiled to myself when I saw the plate in one hand and the shake in the other. She knew me so well. 
 
    I liked it when people didn’t waste my time. I didn’t have a high tolerance for needless fuss. Katie knew what I was going to order, so it suited me just fine when she didn’t even bother to ask. 
 
    “You look like you’ve got a bee up your butt about something,” she said by way of greeting, sliding the large plate with my beautiful roast beef sandwich on it onto the table in front of me. She placed my shake next to the plate and reached over to the next table over to get me the ketchup. 
 
    I glanced over at where the stranger was sitting. “What’s she doing around here?” 
 
    Katie eyed me speculatively. “Now, Christopher James Kent, you are not about to get into a snit just because someone you don’t recognize is in my diner, are you?” 
 
    I winced. Only my sister and Katie ever used all three of my names. And it was never for happy occasions, either. 
 
    “I’m not in a snit,” I protested mildly. “I’m just curious about what she’s doing here. You can’t say we get strangers in here every day.” 
 
    “She came in here to get a bite to eat,” Katie said, her tone quelling in a way only Katie could manage. “If you want to know anything more, I suggest you try… I don’t know, talking to her or something.” 
 
    I snorted even as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I don’t think she’s looking for trouble, Kit,” Katie said, by way of warning. 
 
    “She’s in this town,” I said, picking up my sandwich and strategizing the best angle to take my first bite. It wasn’t designed for mortal jaw opening capability. “She might be finding trouble whether or not she’s looking for it.” 
 
    Katie let out a deep sigh that sounded more like agreement than dissent. Another group of diners, folk I recognized as being from town, entered and headed for a booth. 
 
    Katie frowned down at me. “Whatever you’re planning, be nice.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows at her. “Who said I’m planning anything? Anyway, I’m always nice.” 
 
    She scoffed as she headed towards her new customers. 
 
    I focused on my sandwich. At least, I tried to focus on it. It was a masterpiece of bread and meat, and it deserved my full attention. 
 
    But I kept getting distracted by that stranger at the counter. She was leaning on one arm, which was stretched partly around her plate, while she swiped her fries through a stream of ketchup. She ate slowly and deliberately, as if she had no reason at all to rush. 
 
    I envied that. I knew that as soon as I was done with my meal, I needed to get myself back on the road and headed home with all my various packages and groceries. Even if I kept the perishable and frozen goods in coolers, they didn’t like sitting in the truck too long. 
 
    I tried to remember the last time I had no place to be and couldn’t think of a single time. I’d always had places to be, things to do. 
 
    It would be nice to have even five minutes to myself to eat a sandwich without having to worry about what a stranger was doing hanging about a small town that couldn’t even keep its own young people around. 
 
    That kind of attitude was probably why Katie had accused me of having a bee in my bonnet. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, sniffing at the air. I couldn’t smell anything except the industrial-type cleaners Katie used to keep the diner clean and the food sitting in front of me. I grabbed my milkshake and sucked down a mouthful of chocolate, reaching out with my other senses, my pack sense, that extra level of detection that set my kind apart from the humans we lived among. I usually kept it shut down in public, because I had good manners and scanning someone without permission was considered rude. 
 
    But strangers in my territory didn’t get to see my best manners. I reached out with my pack sense. 
 
    The woman at the counter straightened abruptly and turned her head to look straight at me. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Kinley 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was in the middle of twisting a couple fries through a pool of ketchup when I felt it, that tingling other sense that let me know that someone of the supernatural persuasion was scanning me. 
 
    There was no point in pretending it wasn’t happening. This sort of thing was usually followed by someone barging over and making a nuisance of themselves, so I might as well just take the direct route and head off any accusations of trying to hide what I was or whatever type of irritation the locals were going to dig up to have about me being in their territory. 
 
    I’d been feeling waves of irritation pouring off of the man seated in the booth behind me ever since he came in. I didn’t feel as if it were pointed at me as an individual, just a generalized type of alpha-grumpiness. 
 
    It didn’t take the touch of shifter sense brushing against me to tell me that I was in shifter territory. I’d felt it the moment I crossed into the area around this town. I was pretty sure there was a nice pack set up somewhere on the outskirts of town, like a lovely little cult compound with a lot more fur, teeth, nudity, and swearing than the average cult. 
 
    I turned my head and glared at the man who was using his shifter sense to ‘scope me out’. Even among shifters, it was considered rude to scan somebody when it was just as easy to sniff them out. 
 
    I smiled inwardly. Not that he would be able to sniff out what I was with whatever overpowered nose his shifter side had gifted with him. 
 
    On the other hand, I knew exactly what he was. 
 
    Bear. 
 
    The bear, to be precise. 
 
    The bear I’d been sent halfway across the country to see. 
 
    I pushed my seat away from the counter, leaving more than enough money next to my mostly empty plate to cover my meal and a nice tip. I hopped down from my stool, brushing a few crumbs from my jeans. I kept eye contact with the bear shifter as I sauntered across the room and slid into the seat across the table from him. Holding eye contact in the shifter world was a big no-no, but I wasn’t a shifter. I was a witch… Well, of sorts. I didn’t have to back down just because I was dealing with a touchy alpha bear who had no idea what I’d gone through just to get to this gods-forsaken town. 
 
    And, hey, I was crazy. I didn’t have to be responsible or make rational decisions. If I was going to take up that sort of life, I wouldn’t have followed a bee to Hicksville. 
 
    “Did you want to talk to me, or were you just going to probe from across the room?” I raised an eyebrow and crossed my arms across my chest. 
 
    I saw his nostrils flare slightly as he tried to gauge my scent. 
 
    I let a slight smile touch my lips. Good luck with that, bear. You can’t tell what I am with your nose. Or your mighty shifter sense. 
 
    That’s right, Kinley. Poke the grumpy bear. That always ends up well. 
 
    I ignored as much of my inner dialogue as I could. 
 
    He wasn’t a bad-looking sort up close. That was no surprise. Most shifters were better looking than the general population. It was one of the ways they kept outsiders from looking too closely at what they did and where they lived. Beautiful people lived by different rules than the rest of us. There was science behind it, though I wasn’t sure the researchers behind the data had taken shifters into account when they were studying the golden ratio and why people like pretty faces. 
 
    They would have been shocked to realize how many “perfect” faces had something supernatural behind those good looks. 
 
    So, the slightly too-pretty thing had been a given when dealing with shifters. What took me by surprise was how young this guy was. He had to be my age or a little older. In his early twenties, was my guess. Shifters were hard to pin down on age, as they lived long lives and stayed young-looking for a long time, but I’d been taught how to sense their true ages by the feel of them, and this guy felt as young as he looked. 
 
    He was tall—not a surprise there. All bear shifters were tall as a rule. He had straight dark-blond hair, which fell over his eyes as if he couldn’t be bothered to cut it. He had a long nose and a sharp jaw and a wide, sensitive mouth, which somehow came together to give him a ‘hot nerd’ kind of vibe. Again, not what I was expecting from a shifter. Especially not a bear. Bears weren’t known in the animal kingdom for finesse and delicacy. 
 
    His hands, strong and long-fingered, curled up on the table, then slid back to disappear into his lap. He eyed me cynically with eyes of a color I’d heard called ‘blue hazel’ which somehow managed to be all the eye colors and no specific color all at once. 
 
    He glanced around the diner, probably to see who was close enough to hear us. Apparently deciding we were safe, he leaned towards me. “You have shifter sense?” 
 
    I leaned back, forcing my posture to look easy and relaxed. “I do.” 
 
    “But you’re not a shifter?” One hand reappeared from under the table to fiddle with a fry on his plate. I took that as a good sign that he probably wasn’t about to rip my head off of my shoulders. 
 
    Yes, bear shifters could do that. 
 
    It was a fast death, as such things go. 
 
    I was tempted to steal one of his fries, just to see how he would react. Stealing food from a shifter was a big fat ‘don’t do it if you want to live’. 
 
    Hence the temptation. 
 
    “I’m not a shifter.” I tilted my head, knowing that it was probably making him crazy, that he couldn’t tell what I was. Alphas couldn’t handle anything that they couldn’t control down to the last dot. My aunt had always said that ‘type A personality’ was just the human lingo for what they didn’t know was alpha behavior. 
 
    A lot of type A humans had no clue they had a shifter ancestor somewhere in their family trees, making them go slowly and agonizingly crazy one uncontrollable detail at a time. 
 
    I sobered at the thought. I knew exactly how it felt to go slowly crazy. 
 
    His blue-hazel eyes narrowed further as he used every sense at his disposal, trying to figure me out without actually having to open his mouth and ask. Alphas were so predictable sometimes. They would never ask if they could just do it themselves. 
 
    “Honey,” he said, blinking in confusion. “Why the hell do you smell like honey?” 
 
    Well, that was something new. I’d never been told I smelled like honey before. As far as scents went, that was a pretty flattering one. Especially since I’d spent the last three days crammed into my car, trying to get to this ridiculously out-of-the-way location. I’d take honey over BO any day. 
 
    The faintest hum warned me right before a bee bumbled past him and buzzed past my ear to settle in my hair. I could feel it crawl around before finding a space to its liking. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m getting to it,” I grumbled, as the man sitting across from me went from mildly irritated to totally confused all in an instant. 
 
    “My name is Kinley,” I said. “You must be Christopher. I was sent here to talk to you.” 
 
    The bee in my hair hummed happily as the shifter stared at me, unblinking. Now, that expression didn’t look human at all. I was setting off all of his instincts, apparently. 
 
    “What are you?” He said, after a long pause. 
 
    I tilted my head and offered my most charming smile. “It’s complicated. Believe me, you don’t want me to get into it with you just now. I have a message for you, and then I can be on my way.” 
 
    His eyebrows drew together in a truly grumpy expression. Part of me was deeply amused at the thought of a grumpy bear sitting in the middle of a diner. “A message? From who?” 
 
    I ran my hand through my hair, on the opposite side of my head from the bee, so as not to disturb her. I always hated this part. There was no easy way to tell him that I’d followed a bee halfway across the entire country to pass a message on to him from somebody dead and gone. 
 
    Then again, I’d always been the kind of girl to just rip the bandage off and get it over with. 
 
    “Grandad says to get your ass to learning and finish your degree,” I announced. 
 
    I scooted out of my seat while he was still processing and headed out of the diner. I didn’t exactly run, but I moved at a brisk pace. I was done. The message was delivered and now I could get out of here. I had a house, garden, and about three million bees waiting for me on the other side of another long, smelly drive. 
 
    Now that the message had been passed, I expected that the bee that had been haunting me—a surprisingly apt word for it, actually, considering that it was a spirit bee—would buzz off. The fact that it hadn’t disappeared yet didn’t exactly fill me with joy and confidence. 
 
    I’d made it about halfway down the sidewalk to my car when a rough hand grabbed my arm. 
 
    Immediately, I was overwhelmed by flashes of images and sounds that reverberated violently through my brain. Rage and confusion washed over me, accompanied by the worn face of a truly ancient alpha shifter in a series of stern expression that seemed to convey the full gamut of encouragement, rebuke, irritation, and even pride, all under the same severe scowl. The shifter’s skin was wrinkled and brown, his long white hair tucked under a faded baseball cap that had seen better days. I felt another wave of frustration, loss and love flow through me before I stumbled and somehow managed to yank my arm away from Christopher’s grasp. 
 
    “Don’t. Touch. Me.” I snarled, with as much conviction as any shifter. I was done with being beaten about the head by his memories and feelings. And that had been through the sleeve of my sweater. I hated to think what he could do if he touched skin. 
 
    Not that I would ever give him the chance. 
 
    He reached out a hand as if he wanted to grab my arm again, but stopped himself even before I yanked myself out of his reach. 
 
    “What the hell?” He growled. “What did you just do to me?” 
 
    I gaped at him. “What did I do to you? What did I do to you? Am I the one who grabbed your arm and assaulted your brain without permission?” 
 
    He eyed me oddly, and I realized, belatedly, that he looked like he had just been hit in the head with a two by four. 
 
    “What was that?” He demanded. “When I touched your arm? What was all that… in my head?” 
 
    “When you grabbed my arm,” I corrected sharply. “And how can I know what was going on in your head? What do you think—What did you see?” 
 
    He shook his head, as if he were trying to shake off the grasp of a bad headache. “I saw… a house and a garden and a crapload of bees. And you, and a woman in a bed, screaming…” His voice shook. 
 
    I held up a hand to stop him. I swallowed hard. “And I saw you and your grandad. But that’s normal for me. That’s how it works. For me. What’s not normal is that you saw anything at all.” Let alone images of my life, but I wasn’t about to tell him that was what he’d seen. 
 
    He stepped back from me, as if I could hurt someone who was more than a foot taller than me and easily twice my weight, not to mention that I couldn’t even touch him without going basically catatonic. “What. The hell. Did you do to me?” 
 
    I stepped towards him, my own hands curling into fists. “That’s exactly what I was going to ask you!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Kit 
 
      
 
      
 
    The stranger… Kinley sat across from me in the diner booth, her arms folded and her expression wary. On instinct, I sought to learn from her scent what she was feeling. Oddly, all I could smell was the strong scent of honey. 
 
    No wonder that bee looked so happy, sitting in her hair as if it belonged there. She smelled exactly like honey did, warm, fresh honey sitting in the sunshine. 
 
    And I wasn’t the type of person to think thoughts like that. I’d been raised to be matter-of-fact and make fair and just decisions quickly. 
 
    I was not the type of person who had flights of fancy or thought about the way a strange woman smelled. 
 
    She’d only been in this town for a few hours and she was already pissing me off. 
 
    I was still trying to understand what she had done to me. Those images in my head had been so clear, particularly the ones of a woman, covered with a massive pile of blankets in her bed, screaming and screaming with the wildest look in her eyes, as if she were staring hell right in the face and couldn’t bear a moment more of it. I shuddered, knowing that image would be haunting my nightmares for a long time to come. 
 
    “Well?” I said. “Do you want to explain yourself?” 
 
    She huffed in irritation and rolled her eyes. “I already told you,” she said stiffly. “I came to give you a message. I gave you the message and left. Then you had to go and grab me. Without my permission, I might add.” 
 
    “And I saw…” I waved a hand, trying to express what I had seen without trying to verbalize it. 
 
    “I don’t know what you saw,” she said, her voice not encouraging questions on my part. “You grabbed my arm—which was extremely inappropriate.” 
 
    “And you saw something,” I interjected. “But you weren’t taken by surprise by that, were you?” 
 
    She stared straight into my eyes. She obviously knew something about shifters, but apparently not enough to know that was a bad idea. Staring a shifter in the eyes was paramount to a challenge. 
 
    Though, come to think of it, my bear didn’t seem to mind when she did it. Anyone else would have had a smack down—verbally or physically—by now. 
 
    This woman just got weirder and weirder all the time. 
 
    “It’s what happens when people touch me,” she said in a matter-of-fact way. “I see pieces of their lives and stuff like that. What happened to you, though, has never happened before. Not to me, and if it happened to anyone else, well, they never told me about it. And they would have.” 
 
    “Anyone else?” I asked, my curiosity kindled immediately. “There are others like you?” 
 
    She stiffened. “No,” she said. “There are not.” 
 
    Not anymore, I realized, picking up on what she wasn’t saying. Tension and grief practically rolled off of her in waves. I wondered if that had something to do with the screaming woman I had seen when I touched her. 
 
    “I’d like to go home now,” she said, her eyes blinking away from mine for the first time. “I’ve given you my message. You have no need for me here.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Your message was a crock of crap. It didn’t make any sense. I don’t know what kind of scam you’re running, but my Grandad would never tell me to go back to school. He was the one that made me drop out in the first place.” 
 
    She closed her eyes for a moment, and I swore it looked like she was praying for patience. “It’s the message I was given to tell you. Apparently, now that he’s dead, he’s changed his mind. I assure you that I gave you the message he wanted me to give you.” She touched a finger to her hair, just next to where the bee was still sitting. Her expression changed slightly as she did so, looking less certain than she had been moments before. 
 
    “And why should I believe any of that?” I asked suspiciously. “I’m supposed to believe that you just appeared in town because you had this message for me, supposedly from my grandad, just because you happen to know my name?” 
 
    “Believe me,” she said dryly. “I wouldn’t do any of this if I had a choice.” 
 
    “Even if I believed you,” I said, ignoring the tone to her voice which said in no uncertain manner that she was over this conversation, “there’s no way I can go back to school. I can’t just leave the clan in the lurch.” 
 
    She brushed her hands off on her jeans and made a move as if to leave. “That’s really not my problem. I’m just a messenger. I gave you the message, now the ball is in your court. I’m done. I’ve done my part.” 
 
    Her voice raised for the last bit, as if she were talking to more than just me. I looked around to see who else could hear us, but the diner was pretty much empty. 
 
    My phone beeped. I looked down at it and swore. I was late getting back, and my sister was demanding to know where I was. 
 
    I looked back up at Kinley. She was staring out of the window in the direction of her car. Her chin was raised in a stubborn angle. I had the feeling that anything I said at this point was going to turn into an argument. 
 
    “You need to come home to the settlement with me,” I said, with the feeling that I was taking my life into my hands by opening my mouth. “We have more to talk about. We need to find out why…. When I touched you…” I made that awkward gesture again. 
 
    Kinley opened her mouth to protest, but the bee in her hair took that moment to buzz back to life. It circled her head before bumbling in my direction and landing on the front of my shirt. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed and she let out a string of expletives that would make a bobcat shifter blush. And those guys were pretty much unflappable. Coming from a sweet-looking woman like this made it all the more shocking. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, surprising me at how quickly she capitulated. “It looks like I’m going back to the settlement with you.” 
 
    I glanced down at the bee on my shirt. It let out a soft, satisfied sort of hum. I looked back at Kinley and raised my eyebrows. “Because the bee said so?” 
 
    She let out a heartfelt sigh. “Yeah. Because the flippin’ bee said so.” 
 
      
 
    I kept an eye in the rearview mirror as Kinley followed me out of town in her beat-up car. I wondered how far she had come in that old thing, and if she actually expected it to get her home again, wherever home might be for someone like her. The car looked like it was on its last legs… er, wheels. Or whatever. I winced in sympathy as we turned down the first of a series of dirt roads. I could tell that her car’s shocks had seen their best day… about thirty years ago. She obviously held onto the old thing for the memories. In my experience, people didn’t buy cars like that, they inherited them. 
 
    As we drove on, I called my sister. As I’d expected, she picked up on the first ring, ready to rip my hide off. It took me a few minutes to cut through the bluster. 
 
    “I’m bringing home a guest,” I interrupted, as soon as I was sure she would be able to hear me over the sound of her own voice. 
 
    There was an ominous silence. 
 
    “Here?” She asked, her voice low and deadly. 
 
    “Yes.” I quickly filled her in with everything that had happened with Kinley. By the time I finished, I could practically feel my sister’s agitation crackle over the phone. 
 
    “You’re bringing a stranger here, to our pack house, because of a bee?” Her voice sounded strangled. I congratulated myself for breaking this news to her while I was outside of her reach. My sister had an arm like a professional pitcher and never hesitated to use it. That was sort of to be expected in dominant shifter females, but my sister was in her own league. 
 
    I might be the Alpha, but I knew better than to underestimate her. If packs weren’t so naturally misogynistic, she would have been the natural Alpha, not me. As it was, I had planned to leave the pack in her capable hands while I was away at school, before Grandad had intervened and forced my leave of absence, first by his sheer pigheadedness, then by his abrupt death. 
 
    That last one, and all the responsibilities thrust on me, had kept me from ever going back. 
 
    “I made a judgment call,” I said. I kept my voice calm, knowing that she would jump on anything else as an excuse to ream me. 
 
    “You could have talked to me before you invited this person into our home.” 
 
    “Terra,” I said, still keeping my voice level, although I was starting to feel more than a little irritated. “I’m acting Alpha, whether or not you approve of that fact. I can’t drop everything and run to you every time I need to make a decision that impacts the pack.” 
 
    “Well, if you feel that way, why bother calling me with a heads up?” Terra scoffed. 
 
    I drew in a deep breath and told my bear to chill the heck out. I knew that the Alpha waves flowing through me that were telling me to put my sister in her place were coming from him. And I didn’t need that side of me just now. I needed the human side to play nice and smooth this over. My bear knew a lot about dominance, and nothing at all about dealing with sisters. Smacking down on sisters ended up with years of resentment and retaliation and waking up in the middle of the night covered in jam and dumped outside of the den of a real bear. 
 
    “Please let the clan know that someone is coming in, someone who isn’t a shifter,” I said, as calm and collected as I could manage. “I don’t know how she feels about public nudity, but it might be nice not to greet her with the uncles and their wrinkly asses.” 
 
    Despite herself, my sister snorted with laughter. “You know, she’s not going to last long around here, if she’s that sensitive.” 
 
    “I’m hoping she doesn’t need to stick around for long,” I said honestly. “We just need to clear up a few things.” Like her message from “Granddad”. “And then she can leave again.” 
 
    “Good.” My sister paused. “I hope you’re right about this.” 
 
    I sighed deeply, glancing back into the rearview mirror again. “Yeah. Me, too.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Kinley 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ahead of me, Kit made a turn onto yet another, even narrower dirt road. I ran my tongue over my teeth, half-convinced that they were coming loose with all the shaking my aunt’s old car was doing. I was shocked the doors were still attached at this point. They rattled ominously with every bump I couldn’t avoid, because there were more bumps than road out here. I’d been meaning to replace the car for years, but as long as the engine kept running, I could keep making excuses not to have to spend the money on something newer. My frugality was now becoming a literal pain in my backside. 
 
    After her little act in the diner, my little bee friend had returned to my hair, where she sat still, adding in an occasional commentary of hums and buzzes. She seemed to get great enjoyment whenever we hit a particularly big bump in the road. 
 
    That made one of us. 
 
    Kit’s SUV pulled up to a set of gates that would have done a military base proud. After a moment, the gates swung open. I followed Kit through and nodded at the two men standing guard. One was tall and lithe, the other one shorter and burly. My shifter sense identified the shifters as a bobcat and a badger, though in the opposite order than what their physical appearances would have suggested. 
 
    Interesting, but it wasn’t their appearances that caught my real attention. What little I knew about shifter society suggested that they didn’t tend to gather in mixed clans any more than their wild counterparts lived in packs together. Bears stuck with bears, wolves with wolves, etc. So far, I had seen three members of this settlement and all three had been different species. Either I had been misinformed by my aunt and mother—which was unlikely—or there was something different about this particular clan. 
 
    The bee on my shoulder started buzzing in earnest. It reminded me of the way little kids bounced in their seats when a promised treat was about to appear. It was far from typical bee behavior. 
 
    If I needed any confirmation that the bee wanted me here, its behavior at this moment was enough. 
 
    “Any hints to why you insist I haven’t completed my job yet?” I asked it as I pulled after Kit into a parking space in front of a large cabin. 
 
    As with the last dozen times I’d asked, the bee abruptly had nothing to say to me. She settled back into my hair and went silent. 
 
    I bit my lip as I put my car into park. This wasn’t how it worked. Bees were honest, direct creatures. They carried messages from spirits. They didn’t keep secrets. They didn’t withhold information. 
 
    So, either this bee was messing with me. 
 
    Or the spirits directing her were. 
 
    I set aside those uncomfortable thoughts as Kit tapped on my window. 
 
    “You coming?” He asked. 
 
    For a second, I considered saying that I wasn’t. I could just turn around and drive out of here and never look back. 
 
    As if she could hear my thoughts, the bee in my hair buzzed ominously. 
 
    Right. I’d forgotten I didn’t have a choice in the matter. Every other being on the planet got free will, and I got bees and spirits. 
 
    Yay, me. 
 
    I unbuckled my seatbelt and opened my car door. 
 
    Kit nodded around him, in full host mode. “Welcome to the Pinewood settlement.” 
 
    For the first time, now that I didn’t have to worry about potholes and nature’s speed bumps, I took a good look around me. Other than the large lodge-type building I was parking in front of, which I assumed was the gathering place for this settlement, there were smaller buildings scattered about within my view, as well as a couple traveling-type vans and trailers, the sort that could be hauled by horse or truck to a new location at need. Some even appeared to be portable small houses, the type I’d only ever seen on TV. Super trendy in the minimalist populations. Other structures looked more permanent; the weathering of the wood suggested that they’d been here for a minimum of decades, perhaps longer. 
 
    I didn’t see many shifters, in either animal or human form. I figured that meant that they’d been forewarned about my arrival and were making themselves scarce. Everything my family had taught me about shifters suggested that they were private people, and justly so. Most of us, even with wacky and unusual abilities like mine, didn’t have to be worried about getting hauled off and experimented on because we lost our temper and changed shapes in public. Shifters did. Just being born a shifter in modern times made life high-risk and generally low-reward. 
 
    I also knew that every shifter group, whether they were a clan or a pack or a mixed settlement like this one, had an alpha who was in charge of keeping the pack together and protecting it. Otherwise, though, shifters were matriarchal in organization. Families were structured in matrilineal lines, just as with my own line of witches. Most ‘other’ creatures called themselves by the name of their mother’s species, no matter who their sperm-donor might be. Paternity just wasn’t as important of an issue. 
 
    Helpful for those of us with literally no information about our paternity. 
 
    I spotted a tall, lean and broad-shouldered, dark-haired woman coming down the stairs in front of the lodge and figured pretty quickly that I was looking at the real leader of this place—the Matriarch. One look was also all I needed to realize that she was obviously Kit’s sister, and not his mate. The family resemblance was too strong for anything but that, or incest. And shifters tended to be even more strict about such things than humans. Thankfully. No one needed a world full of inbred shifters. 
 
    It was another interesting development, though. I’d never heard of sibling Alphas leading a pack. 
 
    Apparently, I didn’t know as much about shifter society as I’d believed. 
 
    Either that, or this place was a complete enigma. 
 
    The tall woman paused a few yards away and set her hands on her narrow hips. She regarded me with narrowed eyes, her nostrils flaring as she tried to pick up my scent. 
 
    What should I do? Bow? 
 
    I settled for a respectful nod of my head and a murmured, “Matriarch.” 
 
    Her eyebrows flew upwards. Her lips pressed together into a line as she looked past me—through me—at her brother standing by my side. 
 
    I was interested to note that Kit was standing in a posture designed to be nonaggressive without becoming passive or submissive. It was a mollifying tactic, and not one I would expect to find an Alpha practicing. They tended to be the type to do now, run over anyone who got in their way, and apologize only if they felt like it. Which was probably never. 
 
    This alone told me that the siblings were close. The Matriarch was obviously his older sister, though it was always tricky to tell age with shifters. But their postures said it all. Birth order didn’t lie. 
 
    In any culture other than shifters and humans, this woman would have been the dominant leader. In a coven, she would have been the Hecatate. 
 
    Here she had to yield power, at least officially, to a male alpha. 
 
    “I see you brought the bee,” the woman said, at last, deciding to speak. 
 
    Instinctively, I touched my hair near where the bee was perching. “Yes, Matriarch.” 
 
    She snorted, rolling her eyes at the title. But I could tell that it pleased her to be officially recognized, even if it was by an outsider like me. “We’re a mixed pack, so we don’t stand on titles around here. As long as you are respectful to everyone, everyone should be… tolerant of you.” 
 
    I held back my own eyeroll. That was some promise, there. I was looking forward to being… tolerated. 
 
    “I don’t intend to stay long,” I said quickly. “I don’t wish to impose.” Where I’m not wanted, I added silently. 
 
    The Matriarch heard the silent words, as I knew she would. She drummed her fingers across the leg of her jeans. 
 
    The air around her was beginning to take on a bright, wavering rainbow effect. Nothing that had anything to do with her, though. It wasn’t the product of dominance of magic. From long experience, I knew that one of my migraines was creeping in on me. 
 
    Migraines always knew when a person would be most inconvenienced by an attack and made sure that they showed up on time. Every single time. 
 
    Migraines were proof that there was evil in the world. 
 
    I fought the urge to rub my right temple, the side where my migraines usually struck. I didn’t need to show weakness right now, not when the Matriarch of this settlement was trying to decide if she could throw me out of the settlement with a bee in my ear without pissing her brother off, or if she was going to be forced into compliance. 
 
    “We welcome you to the Pinewood Settlement,” she announced regally. “You may call me Terra.” 
 
    “I’m Kinley,” I responded. “I answer to that as well as ‘that witch’ and ‘hey you’, if that makes it easier. Just don’t call me ‘honey’.” 
 
    She managed to cut her smile off quickly, but I saw her lips twitch in response to my answer. Ha! I knew there was a sense of humor hidden deep in there. Just like her brother. 
 
    I’d heard that bear shifters tended to be a little on the slow side—the enforcers of the shifter world, not the brains, but these siblings were putting that theory to rest. This pair was used to having to be on their toes and thinking quickly. There was no ursine lumbering around here. 
 
    Another piece of prejudice revealed as propaganda. Or was it vice versa? People, human or otherwise, were so predictably discriminatory. I snorted internally. 
 
    “I’ll carry your things,” Kit suggested. His deep voice resonated in my head and set off the first throb of my insipient migraine. 
 
    “Um.” I blinked up at him. “Oh. Well, I only have one small bag. I can carry it myself.” 
 
    I opened my car door again and reached across the driver’s seat to reach the backpack that held all my essentials. 
 
    I had purposely not packed for a long trip. Preparing for the worst always felt a bit like inviting disaster, at least to my mind. My entire strategy was to get in, pass on my message, and get back home again before anyone, or anything, knew I had even left home. 
 
    That strategy usually worked for me, but it looked like my luck had run out. Or, considering exactly how bad my luck was, was just holding true to form. 
 
    I followed Kit and Terra up the stairs into the lodge. As a building, it was obviously well-designed and expertly built. It was crafted, not just thrown together. Every part was designed deliberately and skillfully. It wasn’t ornate architecture, but thought out and deliberate. 
 
    Despite being multiple stories high, the building was designed to be open and airy. It would, I guessed, be as inviting for flying-type shifters as well as those that were more comfortable on the ground or, I supposed, under it. 
 
    I glanced up at the ceiling, the boards that made up the roof were set at angles to each other, making a cross-hatch sort of effect. Support beams had been left unpainted, making me feel almost as if I were standing in an extension of the woods outside. 
 
    The faintest scent of fresh wood suggested that the construction was on the newer side or had recently been renovated. The entire lower level of the building was open-concept, from a kitchen that would feed an army to living and gathering spaces dotted here and there, mostly surrounding large fireplaces. I imagined that the entire settlement could gather here for meetings or celebrations. During a bad winter, it probably could house most, if not all, of them. Yet it had the feel of a nice alpine lodge, not dormitories. 
 
    More stairs led to the upper levels, where I guessed they kept the private spaces; rooms for guests and office-type spaces, if a pack had need of such things. I’d be the first to admit my ignorance about shifter policies. I figured there had to be paperwork. Everyone had paperwork. Except, maybe, bees. 
 
    I followed the shifter siblings up the smooth wooden stairs to the next level. 
 
    Terra waved a hand at the second door on my left. “You can stay in this room. There’s a private restroom attached, so you don’t have to use any of the public accommodations downstairs. Just a few quick rules.” She raised her eyebrows, and I nodded quickly in agreement. “You don’t tell anyone what we are or where we are. And that means anyone.” 
 
    I nodded immediately. Not that I had anyone to tell, but I wouldn’t have, anyway. I had a better appreciation for the importance of secrets than most. 
 
    “You’re a guest on shifter lands, so we’re not going to bend over backwards to make your witchy… self comfortable around here.” 
 
    Don’t freak out if you see nude people, I translated internally. Externally, I nodded again. 
 
    “Everybody helps out around here. And that means everybody. As long as you stay here, you can expect to help pull your weight.” Terra tilted her head, her nostrils flaring again as she grimaced in my direction. “And I’ll send you the healer in a bit.” Frustration filled her expression. “Why didn’t you just say something?” 
 
    My mouth dropped open. For once, I had no idea how to react. I licked my lips and swallowed. “I—” 
 
    “You’ve got a migraine hovering over you like a black thunderstorm,” she grumped. “And you’re acting like we’re going to be offended if you say anything. Damn it, girl, you’re on shifter land. We communicate in these parts.” 
 
    Behind her, Kit snorted softly. 
 
    “I’m used to looking out for myself,” I said, quickly. 
 
    “Well, we don’t do that here,” she said with a sharp nod of certainty. “All business is clan business. As long as you are here, that counts you. If you need help, you say so. And we’ll do you the same privilege. Got it?” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if my growing confusion was from her words and personality shifts, or from my head aching. 
 
    She waved at the room. “Stop gawking and go take a shower. I’ll call the healers, and one of them should be here shortly.” 
 
    I nodded again, regretting the movement when a wave of pain and dizziness swept over me. I fumbled with the door handle and let myself into the room, closing the door behind me as quietly as I could manage. 
 
    I dropped my bag and clutched my head as a wave of pain threatened to send me to my knees. Nausea clenched through my stomach. I rushed to the first door I saw, hoping for a bathroom, knowing from experience that, no matter how bad the pain of moving was, vomiting all over myself would be significantly worse. 
 
    Especially with all these sensitive shifter noses around. How did shifters ever have privacy? They just had to have different priorities than the rest of us. 
 
    The bee abandoned ship as I stumbled into what was thankfully the bathroom and leaned over the toilet, emptying the contents of my stomach into it violently. My body heaved over and over again. Way past the time there was nothing left to evacuate. 
 
    I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand and fumbled towards the shower. For whatever reason, water had always been the best pain relief for me, no matter what the ailment. From migraines to sprains and even the flu, the shower was my first stop for relief. 
 
    I stepped into the spray before it had a chance to warm up. The icy prickles of the water sheeting off of my body made me shiver, but I immediately leaned forward and let the water pound against the top of my head. 
 
    Thank the spirits for excellent water pressure. The drumming sensation of the water did its best to override the internal pain I was experiencing. I turned to let it strike against that point where my skull met my spine. When I was younger, my mother or aunts would have pressed at that point. Sometimes the pressure could ease the migraine pains, if only for a short period of time. 
 
    This wasn’t the same. I couldn’t bite back a groan as the full pressure of the migraine struck. 
 
    I didn’t stay in the water long. By the time the healer tapped on my door, I was dressed in what passed for me as pajamas—sweatpants, a sports bra, and a baggy t-shirt. I was curled up on the bed in the darkened room, wondering if they expected me to get up and answer the door, when the door opened, answering my question for me. 
 
    Even with a migraine in full-force, my magic reached out to identify the stranger standing there. Female, it told me; and wolf. 
 
    If I hadn’t been in so much pain, I would have wondered about how a wolf survived in a mixed pack, but my head didn’t offer me the space for thinking at the moment. It was fully occupied with pain. I bit back a moan as the newcomer stepped into the room, letting the light from the hallway spill into my room, jabbing my sensitive eyes with agony, before she quickly closed it behind her. The soft sound of the door closing, and the merest scrape of feet crossing on the soft carpet, made my head seize with pain. My stomach heaved in protest. 
 
    Cool, capable hands touched the side of my face. I winced against the onslaught of images that flowed through my head. My pain was too intense for me to absorb much more than the occasional sensation. It was almost a relief not to have to experience what happened in my head every time another person touched me. The migraine was almost more preferable. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “Have you taken anything?” Despite the low, soft voice, my head clenched further at the sound. 
 
    I hissed in pain. “No,” I managed. “N-nothing works.” 
 
    The barest trace of a sound of agreement answered me. The healer’s cool touch pressed firmly against my neck, accompanied by another barrage of sensation and images, then the pressure moved to the side of my head. The touch disappeared, only to return again and hold something in front of my lips. I accepted the tablets from the healer’s palm and drank greedily from the mug she pressed against my lips. The liquid inside was cold, blissfully so. It tasted of fresh water and, surprisingly, honey. 
 
    I pried my eyes open and looked up at her for the first time. 
 
    A kind, worn face looked down at me, wrinkle lines all activated with a sympathetic smile. “You’re not my first ‘bee witch’,” she said, softly. “Now sleep.” 
 
    I tried to nod, but I was already drifting off. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Kit 
 
      
 
      
 
    “She shouldn’t be here,” the healer said, as she made her way down the last of the stairs and onto the main level where I sat with my sister. We’d been waiting to see what she had to say about our guest. 
 
    The wolf shifter was a thin woman of medium-height, just starting to show some signs of age in her face and hands. She had a halo of wild, short, fine white-blond hair that always waved around her head, as if she carried her own breeze around with her. As kids, Terra and I had called her a dandelion faerie. She’d just laughed at us in her uniquely gentle manner. In a mixed clan like ours, a wolf like Penny was an oddity—wolves tended to be elitist and insular, sticking to their own kind—but she’d been here longer than I’d been alive. 
 
    Anyway, a pack like ours held more exceptions than rules. There were more exceptions than rules on our land. 
 
    Terra frowned at the healer’s words. “Being here is what brought on her migraine?” 
 
    Penny raised her hand apologetically. “I apologize. I was unclear. That’s not what I meant. But… bee witches are different folk. They stay isolated for many reasons. I have no doubts she’d be safer back where she’s from than she is here.” Her lips thinned slightly and her usually warm expression grew grimmer. Lines deepened around her mouth and eyes. For the first time, I realized just how much Penny was aging. “I may be speaking out of turn, but… it doesn’t do to get attached to her kind, if you know what I’m saying.” 
 
    “No,” I growled. “I don’t know what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Honestly, neither do I,” Terra said. “For one thing, I’ve never heard the term ‘bee witch’ before today. Yet, you are obviously familiar with this phenomenon.” My sister raised her eyebrows. There was nothing Terra hated more than being out of the loop. The more important the loop, the more she needed to know. 
 
    Penny shrugged her thin shoulders. “Again, I apologize. There was no need to talk about something I believed to be extinct,” she said. “Her kind don’t live long. They usually go mad and die before they reach middle age.” 
 
    I felt my eyebrows rise of their own accord. “Mad? As in crazy?” 
 
    Penny nodded. Her pale, expressive eyes took on a sad cast. “They work with spirits, you see. And spirits take a terrible toll on a soul. The more their magic works in them, the faster they go.” 
 
    My sister abruptly deflated into her seat. “So,” she said, staring into space. “If this witch came here and said she had a message from the spirits…” 
 
    “Oh, you absolutely must listen to her,” the healer said, clasping her hands before her eagerly. “Did she? Come with a message?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said briefly. “It was for me. She said it was from my grandad.” 
 
    “Then it absolutely was,” Penny said positively. “She wouldn’t ever be able to lie about something like that. It would be contrary to her nature to even try. You saw the bee hanging around her, no doubt. I saw it myself, when I was upstairs.” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose and nodded. I was suddenly feeling very tired. It wasn’t that I had doubted Kinley, but having a third party verify her credentials, especially someone like Penny, whom I trusted, only punched home the importance of the message I’d been given. 
 
    “The bee that’s with her—that’s a spirit bee,” Penny said. “It’s fascinating, and an honor, really, to get to see one. The ancients of all cultures knew that all bees can connect with the spirits, but there are some bees that are the direct messengers of those who have passed. It’s said that those bees will stay with the bee witch, or honey witch, as they’re sometimes called, until their message is delivered.” 
 
    “Well, this bee is still hanging around,” I observed. Even though the girl had already given me her message. I didn’t like the implication. 
 
    “Yes,” Penny agreed. “And that is no doubt the reason for the migraine. Once the girl’s spirits are in balance again, she’ll have fewer migraines.” 
 
    Terra groaned. “I knew you shouldn’t have brought her here. Now, what? We’re supposed to babysit a sick or dying, possibly insane, witch?” 
 
    I ignored her. Obviously, if that bee was still hanging around, and had practically insisted that I bring Kinley here, then whatever it was she needed to say or do was right here at the settlement. 
 
    Telling Terra so, yet again, wasn’t going to make my sister suddenly begin to believe me. My sister was the sort who had to see something with her own eyes and have six other eyewitness accounts in writing and signed in triplicate before she believed anything. 
 
    “I’ve given her something to make her sleep,” Penny said, back to her usual business-like tone of voice. The eager light that entered her eyes when she was speaking about bees dimmed, returning her to her usual professional expression. “When she wakes up, she should feel a lot better. Do you have any honey in storage at the moment?” 
 
    I smiled despite myself. “Are we bears?” 
 
    Penny laughed softly. “Good. Honey’s a good way to keep her system going. I’ve given her some honey water now. She can have more when she awakes. That bee of hers will need honey water at some point, too. As long as it is on this side of the veil, it will need sustenance. I’ll come by tomorrow and check in on her, unless you call me and say there’s been a change. You know where to find me.” 
 
    Terra jumped up out of her chair to show the healer out of the lodge, as was only respectful to a pack-mate who was both an Elder and a Healer. 
 
    I tried to process what Penny had just told me. It still didn’t make any sense to me. Why would Grandad send a message to me, telling me to do the exact opposite of what he’d demanded of me shortly before his death? In life, Grandad hadn’t been the sort of man to change his mind. Ever. I had a hard time believing that he was any different just because he couldn’t physically show up and tell me himself. 
 
    I didn’t think that Kinley was trying to scam me, though. For one thing, I couldn’t think of a single benefit she could get from coming all this way and dropping a verbal bomb on me and walking away. And I was convinced that her walking away had been in earnest. Only that vision had stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    And there was no denying what had happened when I touched her. I rubbed my hand across the roughness of the stubble on my chin. 
 
    According to Penny, the bee that was haunting Kinley should have left after she passed the message on to me. But it hadn’t. Instead, it had led her here. 
 
    Why? 
 
    I had no idea, but I had a feeling that it had something to do with my Grandad. It had his particular brand of manipulation written all over it. I wouldn’t put it past him, having this poor girl come all this way and give me a bogus message, only to get her onto our land and reveal his true purpose. 
 
    The cagey old bastard. I bet that was exactly what was happening. 
 
    Terra came back from the door, looking unhappy. She glanced towards the stairs and I knew she was thinking about our guest. 
 
    “The hell Grandad wants me to go back to school,” I said, the words growling out of me, thanks to a day’s worth of errands and frustration and now confusion. 
 
    Terra nodded. “Exactly what I was thinking. Unless…” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Unless what, sis?” 
 
    She frowned thoughtfully. “What was that project you were working on when he died?” 
 
    It took me a moment to remember what she was talking about. There had been a project, but it hadn’t been for school. It had been a private study I’d been doing on my own time, sorting through the myths and legends of all the cultures I could access, trying to highlight what was truth, and what was story or myth. 
 
    Initially, Grandad had been skeptical. He’d teased me about wasting time with books and on the computer with nothing real to show for it. He’d call me the ‘first Doctorate in magic’. At first, the nickname had just been a game to him, but… 
 
    “I did think Grandad was really getting into your research before he died,” Terra said thoughtfully. “He stopped teasing and started listening whenever you had something to say.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I slumped back down on the couch. That was part of the reason his death had come as such a shock. We’d finally started seeing eye to eye about something other than what we should have for dinner. 
 
    “So, what if the message about going back to school and getting your degree was about that ‘Dr. Magic’ crap Grandad used to tease you about and not actually going back to the university?” Terra wrinkled her nose in thought. It was a gesture she had inherited from our mom and I took a moment to enjoy how much she looked like the woman we’d lost far too young, even if the similarity only lasted for a moment. 
 
    “She said, ‘Grandad says to get your ass to learning and finish your degree,’” I told my sister. “Right after she called me Christopher.” 
 
    Terra blinked at me. “Grandad only called you Christopher when he was about to slap you upside the head and demand you start listening.” 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. I caught that, too.” 
 
    “May I suggest, brother Christopher,” my sister teased, her voice dry as an Arizona riverbed, “that you start hitting the books?” 
 
      
 
    It had been months, nearly a year, since I had packed away my research. After Grandad’s death, I just hadn’t had the time for something that didn’t have any true value for the benefit of our clan. I was supposed to be the leader here, which meant I had to lay aside my personal interests and focus on real life, not fantasy. 
 
    I’d trained myself to work on clan business in the evenings, instead of reading books for pleasure, or even the mythologies and legends I collected for my project. I’d guilted myself into believing that reading was part of my old life and something that could only hurt the clan now. Any time I wasn’t actively working for the good of the clan was wasted time. 
 
    It felt very strange going into my office’s closet and digging out the boxes of research I’d abandoned in there. 
 
    The top box was covered in dust, making my eyes water and my nose threaten to drip. I sniffed and fought the urge to rub my eyes. Here I was, the alpha of the biggest mixed shifter clan in the Midwest, and I was allergic to dust. 
 
    In another life, had I not been born a shifter, I probably would have ended up as a Classics or History professor at a University somewhere. Maybe in Arizona, where my bear wouldn’t feel the need to hibernate and drag my energy down every winter. Terra had teased me for years about my love for academics, saying things like, “The nerd-Force is strong with this one.” 
 
    I was far from the only shifter with academic interests, which would probably surprise the human population if they had, in fact, had any knowledge of our existence in the first place. Scholastic pursuits had to take different forms among shifters. Human lives could be complicated, and a shifter’s life was exponentially more so. We couldn’t just turn off the shifter side of us. We weren’t humans, and we weren’t animals. We were magical beings that transcended both species. 
 
    One theory said that we were originally a type of Fae who had integrated with Earth Magics to the point that we had merged symbiotically with our familiars and become something entirely new. 
 
    Shifters. 
 
    Shifters and were-types were completely different beings, of course, despite what human fiction implied. 
 
    Shifters were born. Always. 
 
    Shifters never threw non-shifter offspring. Even mixed shifters, whether with parents of different shifter species or with one human parent, always ended up as shifters. 
 
    Mixed-species kids, with parents who were different types of shifters, didn’t end up as some sort of hybrid species, either. They always took after one parent or the other. For some reason, kids usually took after whatever species ran in their maternal line. There were exceptions, of course, but those were rarer. Shifters almost always took after their mothers, not their fathers. 
 
    I knew nothing about my own father, and Terra’s father had been a raven shifter, but we were both bears like our mother had been. 
 
    Part of my research project had included family trees of all the shifters in my settlement—those who would let me dig into their history—as well as others not of my pack who were interested in gathering genealogical and DNA related data that I had mostly found on the shifter net. I hadn’t traced anyone back to the original Fae-shifters, if they weren’t just a legend, but I had been able to gather a lot of interesting data. 
 
    That research had actually led to our already blended settlement’s demographic becoming much more diverse, as many of the shifters I assisted online moved in and joined the clan. There were so many isolated and rare shifter species that were marginalized and ignored by the more common groups—particularly the wolves. Our settlement offered them safety and community that they wouldn’t have otherwise had. 
 
    Interestingly, I had less data on the wolves than any other species, despite the fact that they were by far the most common and most dominant type of shifter. They tended to stick to their packs and pretend that the rest of us shifters were unfortunate sports off-shooting their perfect species. 
 
    Which is why ninety percent of all were-types were wolves. 
 
    It took a particularly nasty sort of shifter to create a were, and they were always made, not born. 
 
    To change a human into a were, it took either being infected by a horrific, yet very preventable, shifter-only disease or some help from a certain type of witch. They weren’t the nice kind of witch, either. 
 
    I’d heard of shifters, again usually wolves, who purposely infected themselves with what we called the ‘wild sickness’, specifically for the purpose of making were-folk. 
 
    It was criminal. Or should have been. Shifters leaned further in the direction of leaving each other alone than policing each other. That meant that these were-making shifters—again, mostly wolves—constantly got away with it. Something not being legally sanctioned wasn’t exactly the same as it being illegal and punishable. There was some vigilantism from various witches and other paranormal creatures, even some rare groups of humans in the know about our world, but nothing fully authorized. 
 
    At least the wolves were reported to be better at integrating were-folk into their packs than the rest of us shifters were. Their tight-knit pack structure made it easier to assimilate new blood. Were-folk tended to struggle harder with both sides of their natures, even without accounting for the fact that, for nearly all of them, there was the shock of changing in the middle of their human lives into something they didn’t even really believe in. Going feral—losing their human self to their animal self—was a real concern for them. And all of that was after having to survive the change. There was no guarantee that an infected human would survive the disease that led to the first shift. There was no way to know beforehand who would make the shift, so easily twice as many humans died as became weres. 
 
    And for what? 
 
    I felt sorry for weres. Their lot in life was unfair. Those that managed the shift and assimilation process filled me with respect. To get that far, they had to be fighters and survivors. There were plenty of shifters that struggled with our lifestyle, and that was with the advantage of being who they were their whole lives. 
 
    Shifters learned how to balance their lives from birth. We were trained, with all of our duality in mind, from learning to walk, to communicating and potty-training. Every stage of development was custom-designed to allow our duality to balance. 
 
    Weres didn’t have that advantage. Put crassly, training were-folk was like trying to potty-train a ten-year-old dog. All those human habits didn’t play well with a second species sharing the same headspace. They went feral, or crazy. Some said this was even more proof that the original shifters had been Fae, not human. The average human just wasn’t resilient enough for experiencing and surviving an enormous life crisis, like becoming a werewolf. 
 
    I flipped past all my shifter and were data. At one point I’d attempted to track which shifter packs were most likely to create were-folk, but the patterns had been so chaotic and random I knew that I was missing essential data. I knew the pattern existed; I just wasn’t viewing it through the appropriate lens. Maybe if the wolves had been willing to cooperate… 
 
    Near the bottom of the first box I opened, I came across the first folders of my Mythology verification research. I settled down to read. It had been long enough that I could look at it with pretty much fresh eyes. 
 
    Most people didn’t consider bears to be a patient species, but we were. We could sit down and focus on one thing for hours at a time, whether it be honeycomb and blueberries, or grazing on wild grasses, or, like now, focusing on research. The bear part of me quite enjoyed being “read” to. It listened contentedly as I filled my mind with stories from all around the world. Even the basest, instinctual aspects of my bear could enjoy that sort of thing. Bears didn’t mind isolation and privacy much. 
 
    Maybe it was because real bears could be extremely solitary creatures. They didn’t exactly live in clans in the wild. 
 
    Wolves, on the other hand, tended to struggle with anything that smacked of introversion. They made great, strong packs and led most of the shifter net and shifter government, too. 
 
    But, they didn’t do ‘alone’ well. And most lone wolves were, well, a little strange. Shifter wolves that couldn’t survive in typical packs, for whatever reason, usually ended up in settlements like ours. Like Penny, the healer. They still sought out what they could of their own kind, if not the specific species. 
 
    I settled back to read, knowing that Terra would come it and smack me if I disappeared for too long. There was no way she’d ever let me forget my responsibilities. 
 
    It was so nice to allow myself to read again and not feel guilty. 
 
    I took the fattest folder from the box and crossed to my desk, where I could read comfortably. Out of habit, I snagged a highlighter and got to work. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Kinley 
 
      
 
      
 
    I awoke with my mouth sticky and tasting of honey. My head felt heavy, but it was no longer screaming in agony. 
 
    It took me a moment to understand where I was, but it all came back to me as a little bee buzzed over from where it was drinking honey-water out of the cup the healer had left on the bedside table and landed on my hand. 
 
    “You are one weird bee,” I told her. “And that’s coming from me; someone who talks to bees.” 
 
    She made a sound that I took to be some sort of insect raspberry. 
 
    Great. Now I had bees being rude to me. 
 
    I did have to wonder if this was just one more sign of my imminent madness. Being a prisoner in my own brain it was hard to look at my situation objectively. Was this bee acting in a more human manner than was usual? Or was my brain starting to anthropomorphize my usual companions out of some sense of loneliness or need to justify my strange life? 
 
    Where was the line between sanity and madness in someone who talked to spirits through messages carried by bees? Especially someone who made that their vocation? 
 
    I wondered if professional Mediums ever questioned their own sanity. For all intents and purposes, they spent their careers talking to people that no one else could see or hear and most didn’t believe even existed… 
 
    I’d never heard of a legitimate Medium, but I existed, so I figured there had to be at least one real one out there somewhere. 
 
    At least they didn’t work as a message delivery service for bees. 
 
    I headed to the bathroom and glowered at my reflection. Going to bed with wet hair and a migraine wasn’t a flattering beauty technique. Not that I aspired to beauty. I would have settled for anything short of ghoulish. Sadly, that wasn’t an option just now. My skin was pasty and gray-tinged with dark circles attempting to be cavernous under my eyes. 
 
    There were probably zombies who looked more alive than I did. 
 
    My hair looked like a haystack stuck on the top of my head. Well, if the said haystack had taken a few trips through a hurricane. If I went downstairs like this, I’d have no problem convincing anyone that I was one of those freaky historical witches that rode around on brooms and had orgies with demons and black cats. Even without the requisite number of warts on my nose. 
 
    Not exactly the image I was going for. 
 
    I needed the shifters here to take me seriously, so I could figure out what this bee wanted me to say and head back to my own home and bed. 
 
    I brushed my teeth as I waited for the shower to warm up, taking that sticky-sweet taste of honey out of my mouth. 
 
    That healer had known what she was doing. Considering how bad my migraine had been, I was surprised at how well I felt. Usually, a migraine like that one could last for days at a time and require tons of rest, caffeine, and dim rooms. 
 
    Fun times. 
 
    Not having to deal with that routine put me in a pretty good mood. I decided, as I washed my hair and conditioned it twice to encourage it to behave itself, that I was going to get to the bottom of this bee weirdness first thing today. Then, I’d be able to head back home to my garden and regular bees that weren’t exceptionally ornery and difficult. 
 
    I shot a dirty look at the counter, where my particular bee-sized headache was playing in a small puddle of water. She hummed happily to herself as she left tiny little damp footprints wherever she stepped. 
 
    If she wasn’t so frustrating, it would have been incredibly cute. 
 
    I dressed in the last clean outfit from my bag—just a t-shirt and jeans—and headed downstairs. 
 
    People of all sorts and sizes and species wandered through the open-concept lower room of the lodge. They were, unsurprisingly, all identifiable as shifters. I could hear low voices talking to each other and the sizzle of some sort of meat cooking in the kitchen. My nose identified both bacon and some sort of sausage. It was a surprisingly domestic and homey scene, considering just how many people were present. 
 
    It was one big family here, I guessed. Maybe that was a shifter thing? 
 
    “Good! You’re awake!” Terra, the dominant bear-shifter woman I’d met the evening before, came towards me with a long-legged assertive sort of stride. She even walked like an alpha. I wondered how many people actually dared to underestimate her. “How’s the head?” 
 
    “Still attached and somewhat functional,” I said. 
 
    She snorted softly. “If you’re hungry, there will be food soon. Check in with Greta in the kitchen and she’ll tell you how to help out.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, as if I needed a reminder that everyone in the pack, which included me at the moment, needed to participate in the daily clan jobs. 
 
    She wasn’t going to trip me up with something like that. I didn’t mind helping. 
 
    “Sounds great,” I said evenly. I walked past Terra, towards the kitchen, trying to avoid getting in the way of any of the shifters who were wandering around, busy at various tasks, I assumed. 
 
    I caught a few curious glances, though most of the shifters glanced in my direction, then looked away. There were a few who looked longer, and more than a couple who glowered openly in my direction. 
 
    I tried to keep my own expression on the light side of neutral. I was a stranger here, and to most shifters, that meant I was a potential threat. 
 
    The best I could do was show them by my actions that I meant the clan no harm. 
 
    The kitchen turned out to be the epicenter of business. There were at least a dozen shifters of various ages bustling around the large kitchen, preparing enormous stacks of various edibles. 
 
    I paused for a moment, seeking out the person in charge. I didn’t have to watch for long. A large woman with a halo of heavy, dark, long curly hair was obviously the one everyone else deferred to as they went about their various tasks. 
 
    “Are you Greta?” I asked, inserting myself into a brief lull in conversation. “I’m supposed to ask you what I can do to help out.” 
 
    She placed her hands firmly on her hips as she looked me up and down, her lips pursed. “You’re the witch, huh? I suppose even a witch can’t ruin cutting up fruit. Is that fine with you?” 
 
    I decided to ignore the silent, sarcastic ‘Your Majesty’ that she was tacking onto the end of each sentence. “Anything I can do to help,” I murmured. Someone gestured towards a space at one long counter and I soon found myself peeling and chopping fruit for what possibly might be the largest fruit salad in history. 
 
    Someone bumped into me with an insincere, “Oops!” 
 
    I just kept my expression mild and kept peeling the orange I’d pulled from the large bowl in front of me. I was just thankful that I hadn’t been using a knife at that moment. I had kept all my fingers intact so far and would like to keep them that way. 
 
    “So, you’re a bee witch, huh?” A voice said to one side of me. I kept peeling, but glanced in that direction. The speaker was a woman about my age, with a toddler on one hip and a large wooden spoon in her other hand. She stirred a sweet-smelling mixture on the stove—the first in a row of stoves that I’d noticed—in front of her. 
 
    “Yes, I am,” I said, loud enough to be firm, but not so loud that anyone could take offense at me or my tone. “I’m Kinley.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She wrinkled her nose at me. “I’ve never heard of a bee witch before.” 
 
    “We’re rare,” I said, instead of announcing that I was probably the last one in existence. It was technically the truth, so no shifter would pick up on the scent of deception on me. 
 
    “Penny says that a bee witch is like a Medium, but not as useful,” another voice giggled behind me. 
 
    “Sounds about right,” I agreed. I’d never heard of a real Medium actually existing, but if they were real, I was sure they had far fewer restrictions than I did. After all, I needed bees to talk to the dead for me. Any direct line would have been far more effective. 
 
    “Sounds about as useful as a second tail on a dog,” Greta commented. 
 
    “In fact, the tail might be more useful,” piped in the woman at the stove with the toddler. 
 
    If they were trying to get a rise out of me, they were going about it all wrong. So far, they hadn’t said anything that I hadn’t already considered myself. 
 
    “I heard you have shifter sense,” a new voice pitched in. “Is that true?” 
 
    I glanced at the young man standing there on my other side and nodded. “Yes. That’s right. It’s not exactly the same, but very similar.” 
 
    “So, you can tell what we are?” Greta demanded with a heavy scowl that might have been directed at the bacon on the stove, not at me. From the scent of it, it was reaching that picky point where it was almost perfect, but also considering burning. 
 
    “So far, yes,” I said. “I don’t know if that would always be true.” 
 
    “Hmm,” the woman with the toddler said. “OK, then. What about Terra?” 
 
    “The Matriarch?” I heard a few interested hums at my use of the title. “Bear, of course, but…” I bit my lip. “There’s something else there, too. Feathers, brightness… Raven?” I looked down at the fruit I was chopping. I had sensed something like that from Terra, but that didn’t make any sense. There was no such thing as a hybrid shifter. So, what was I reading from her? 
 
    “Interesting,” the young man said. “She’s a bear shifter, but her father was a Raven. I didn’t know anyone could pick up on that.” 
 
    “Who says she can?” Someone snipped. 
 
    “Easy enough to test,” Greta grumbled. “How about me?” 
 
    “Owl,” I said immediately, not even thinking about it. The designation had been obvious to me the moment I saw the leader of the kitchen crew. “And… tiger?” That one was a surprise. I blinked at her, hoping I hadn’t gotten it wrong. The last thing I wanted to do was offend her. 
 
    “Interesting,” she said, snatching a piece of apple from my cutting board and crunching down on it with even, very white teeth. “No one here knows my grandmother was a tiger. Well done, little witch.” 
 
    “What about Kit?” A new voice said, coming up behind me. I looked up to see Terra watching the scene, her arms folded over her chest. 
 
    I tilted my head. “Bear. All I get is bear from him. There’s something… but it doesn’t feel…” I shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably something I’ve never come across before.” 
 
    “What kind of bear?” Terra said, her eyes narrowing at me as if she were about to catch me in a lie. 
 
    Ugh. This was why I didn’t like parlor tricks. I drew in a deep breath and reached for the feel of Kit’s bear. 
Not grizzly. Not black bear. Definitely not polar. “Something big. Something… old. Very old.” I scowled down at my bowl of fruit. “That doesn’t make sense. Something… extinct?” 
 
    “Interesting,” Terra said. She turned and walked out of the room. 
 
    I stared after her, wondering if I had somehow managed to offend her. 
 
    A hand rested on my shoulder. I turned to face Greta. 
 
    “There’s no way you would have known on your own, and no one would have told you,” she said frankly. “But you’re right. Kit’s bear is what we call a Great Bear. There’s only bones left of them, outside of a few shifter communities. There are scientific names for them, of course, but we’ve just always called them ‘Great Bears’.” 
 
    “But not Terra? She’s not one, too? Even though they’re siblings?” I shook my head, trying to fight through a growing fog of confusion. I was beginning to feel like I had stepped into a very strange trap. 
 
    “The Great Bear gene is rare,” Greta explained. “It’s recessive and hidden in a line of other kinds of bears. Most of that line, like Terra, are brown bears. The last Great Bear was, oh, six generations ago? Long ago and far away, as they say. At least, that’s the story. No wonder the kid likes genealogy and all that stuff. He’s a walking fluke.” 
 
    “Thanks for telling me,” I told the owl woman. 
 
    She smiled. “Thanks for the reminder that I’m a tiger, too.” 
 
    “You’re an eagle owl,” I whispered. “That’s intimidating enough.” 
 
    She laughed and slapped me gently on the back. “Not bad for a bee witch. Now, hurry up with those kiwis. We’ve got growing shifters to feed.” 
 
    Greta may have come to conditionally accept my presence, but that didn’t mean that anyone else was going to do the same. 
 
    I tried to stay out of the way as everyone served themselves from a smorgasbord of breakfast foods, even including baked beans and grilled tomatoes, making me guess that some of the clan came from England. I stuck to some cranberry muffins and a handful of carrots, both of which should be safe for me to eat without triggering another migraine. 
 
    Terra appeared to be avoiding me and there was no sign of Kit anywhere that I could see, so I focused on eating and headed back to the kitchen to help out with washing the piles of dishes that were already starting to stack up. 
 
    It was only because I was at the sink, in an almost-empty kitchen, that I overheard what sounded like Terra and Kit arguing. 
 
    “Just send her away,” Terra hissed in a low voice. “You got the message. Now she needs to go. You heard Penny. She doesn’t belong here.” 
 
    Ah, the warm fuzzy feeling of overhearing someone hating on you. Not that I could be completely positive that she was talking about me, but logically, I was the only person that fit. 
 
    I might be more than half crazy, but that didn’t mean I was stupid. 
 
    “If the bee is still hanging around, then that means the bee isn’t done passing on the message,” another voice kicked in. I thought I recognized it as the healer from last night. 
 
    Terra let out a growl-sigh. “Where exactly is the bee right this moment?” 
 
    That was a good question. I hadn’t heard the little buzzy thing since I first came into the kitchen. I glanced at my reflection in the window over the sink. No bee in my hair that I could see. 
 
    Huh. Maybe it was gone. Maybe the message had gotten through and I would be free to go back home to my garden and my solitude. 
 
    As if my thoughts had conjured it up, I heard a faint buzzing coming from the same direction as the voices. 
 
    “There it is!” Terra hissed. “Follow it!” 
 
    I turned my head. The bee came around the corner, buzzing merrily as it caught sight of me. It sped up, moving impossibly fast for such a small, stodgy little creature. 
 
    Behind it came the three whisperers. Terra first, followed more slowly by Penny, the healer, then a very tired-looking Kit. Had he even slept since the last time I’d seen him? If I had to put money on it, I would have said no. 
 
    The bee landed on the counter next to me. I smiled down at it as it found a stray piece of orange to settle on. 
 
    Terra shoved me partly to the side. Before I could register what her upheld hand meant, she was already swinging it downward. 
 
    I shrieked. “No! Don’t!” 
 
    Dimly, I was aware of echoing shouts coming from Penny and Kit. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    Terra slapped her hand down again and again as if each stroke could make the bee she’d struck even more dead. I could have told her she was wasting her time. That first blow had snuffed out that tiny, precious life. 
 
    “What have you done?” I gasped. 
 
    She smiled smugly at me. “Solved the problem.” 
 
    “You stupid idiot,” Penny screamed. “You’ve damned us all!” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Kit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything was chaos. 
 
    Penny wouldn’t stop screaming, which made Terra yell at her and all along Kinley stood there, swaying, staring at the lifeless blob that had moments ago been a bee. 
 
    I held up both my hands. “OK, everybody,” I tried to interject. 
 
    Both Penny and Terra ignored me completely, too busy sniping at each other to pay their alpha any attention. Deep inside of me, my bear grumbled at such disrespect. 
 
    “Both of you shut the hell up!” I shouted. Inside me, my bear roared. Not that they would be able to hear him, but, as shifters, they would be able to sense his ire. The anger of an alpha, especially an alpha bear, was not something trivial. 
 
    Both Terra and Penny stopped mid-shout and turned to stare at me with wide eyes. I didn’t shout often, so when I did it had a hundred times more impact than if I spent all day every day shouting and swearing the way my grandad had. I’d done that on purpose. Screaming and yelling was a great way to die of exhaustion decades too early. 
 
    Just look at Grandad. 
 
    I’d sworn I wouldn’t make his mistakes and turn into him, and here I was bellowing like my bear at my sister and the pack healer. 
 
    “Someone,” I said, as patiently as I could muster. “Please explain to me what the hell just happened and why Penny thinks we’re all screwed?” I pinched the bridge of my nose, not because it actually helped, but because I needed something to do with my hands that didn’t involve throttling somebody. 
 
    “Terra killed a spirit bee,” Kinley whispered. She looked pale and weak, trembling with every word as if she were telling me that Terra had just gone on a killing spree and killed all of her family. 
 
    Crap. It couldn’t be that bad, really, could it? 
 
    “Killing any bee, even by accident, is a bad omen,” Penny said, looking very nearly as shaken as Kinley. Her wild white-blond halo stood out around her head as if she’d been struck by a bolt of electricity. The shifter part of me could read her distress; no, her terror. 
 
    “Killing a spirit bee enrages the Fae,” Penny whispered, her eyes darting from side to side as if we might be under surveillance of some sort by our mythical ancestors. The Fae were halfway to being a joke these days, so why did she look so terrified? 
 
    “Calm down,” Terra drawled. “Geez. Over-reacting much? I took care of the problem. The bee was hanging around, causing trouble, so I got rid of the bee. Easy. No harm done.” 
 
    I saw Kinley mouth those last words. No harm done. She turned her eyes towards Terra. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” she demanded. “Did you really think killing one bee would stop the spirits from trying to communicate with you? Don’t you get it? The bee is only the messenger. Even if you get lucky and the Fae aren’t offended by you murdering the bee… the spirits are only going to be that much more determined to be heard!” A slightly hysterical note touched her voice. “Just because a spirit chooses a bee as a messenger doesn’t mean that they are harmless! Look at what they’ve done to my family…” As quickly as she had spoken the words, her mouth shot shut. Something in her expression told me she wouldn’t be sharing any more information along that line. 
 
    I considered the issue. Part of me agreed with Terra. What was the big deal? She had just smashed a bee. How many people killed bees accidentally or on purpose every single day? That part of me didn’t see why Penny and Kinley were both acting like the world was about to end. 
 
    Except that my bear seemed to agree with them. 
 
    Now that Penny and Terra weren’t yelling at each other, I could tell how much of his ire was because of the bee being destroyed, not because two of my pack members were screaming at each other. 
 
    My bear thought that killing a bee was bad. Not just bad. Evil. Inside of me, he paced and huffed with anxiety. And when Penny mentioned the Fae? 
 
    He whimpered and ran away to hide in the deepest parts of my psyche. 
 
    My fearless Great Bear, cowering like a bad puppy at just the mention of the Fae. 
 
    “Terra,” I said, cutting through all the tension in the room. “Listen to your bear. What does she think about what you did?” 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up. “You have to be kidding me. It was a bee! Why would my bear—” Her face turned abruptly still, as she communed with her inner beast. “Crap,” she whispered. She looked up at me with wide eyes. “I don’t understand. It was just a bee. A bee, Kit!” 
 
    I nodded. “I know. And I don’t understand either, but our bears do. And they are scared half to death.” 
 
    “Do you really think that if it was as simple as killing a bee that I would put myself through this?” Kinley’s voice was still low, but I could see from her face that she was getting over the shock of my sister killing the bee and starting to get mad. 
 
    Uh oh. I knew from long experience that getting mad at Terra never turned into something productive. My sister wasn’t exactly the kind of person who apologized, or ever admitted fault, or ever admitted imperfection of any sort. 
 
    Which were great characteristics for an alpha, not so great for a decent human being. 
 
    “How should I know what you do? You’re a bee witch. I just want you gone already.” Terra scowled at Kinley as if wishing her away would make her vanish into thin air. 
 
    “I have wanted nothing more than to go home since I got here. I am here because I have to be,” Kinley said evenly. “You know what? I don’t even care that the bees, and the Fae, and the spirits are all going to be pissed at you for what you did. You deserve every minute of the misery that’s about to hit. And, you know what? I’m not going to stick around for it either. You made your damn bed, now you lie in it. Bon appétit, Matriarch.” 
 
    Kinley somehow made the title sound like the worst insult imaginable. As I watched, she dumped the plate she’d been washing back into the sink and headed towards the stairs, not quite stomping her feet, but her rage clear with every step she took and the angle of how she held her head. 
 
    “What does she mean by misery?” Terra demanded. 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    We both turned to Penny. 
 
    “What did she mean about deserving everything that’s about to hit and not sticking around for it?” My sister’s voice rose in pitch. 
 
    Penny shifted uncomfortably. “I don’t know! I just know that killing a bee—especially a spirit bee—is supposed to be bad. Like, against all the magical codes level of bad.” 
 
    Terra rounded on me. “If you guys are all so smart, then, why didn’t you stop me? You could have, if you tried!” 
 
    I snorted. “For one thing, I had no idea you were going to do something as insane as kill the bee that is talking to Grandad for us. For another, there isn’t a person in the universe that could keep you from doing something once you’ve made your mind up.” 
 
    Terra glared at me, but she knew I was right. This wasn’t the first time her hot head and temper had gotten her into trouble, and it probably wouldn’t be the last. 
 
    But that realization wasn’t enough for her. Now she rounded on Penny. “You said that Kinley didn’t belong here! I was just getting her to leave.” 
 
    The wolf healer sank back in on herself at my sister’s domineering tone. 
 
    “Back the hell off,” I growled. “She didn’t do anything wrong. You got into this mess all on your own, and you know it. Stop trying to pass the blame off on anybody else.” 
 
    Terra scoffed and whirled around on her heel. “If we have to deal with consequences, that stupid little witch that brought that bee here in the first place is going to have to pay, too.” She headed up the stairs, taking them two at a time. 
 
    She was almost to the top when an ominous buzzing filled the air. It was so low in pitch and so loud that I could feel it in my ear bones. I pressed my hands behind my ears, grimacing against the pain. 
 
    Someone from the front of the lodge screamed, followed by another shout of horror. 
 
    “Bees!” Someone screamed. “Bees are swarming. It looks like thousands of them!” 
 
    “Millions of them!” Someone else added. 
 
    I looked up at Terra, who had turned around on the stairs when she first heard the noise. She stared down at me in horror. “Kinley!” She screamed. “Tell us what we need to do before we’re all killed by these little bastard friends of yours!” 
 
    Kinley came out of her borrowed room and paused on the stairs, not far from Terra. “Nobody is going to get killed,” she said calmly. “They’re here to bring you a message. And it would be your own fault if anybody did get stung. Murderer.” 
 
    My sister stepped back unconsciously from the righteous fury in Kinley’s eyes. She opened her mouth, but before she could even start to speak, Kinley was gone, running down the stairs as quick and nimble as a gazelle shifter. She passed all the staring shifters in the lodge and opened the front door, stepping right out into the flurry of grumbling bees. 
 
    If I thought that the claim that there were ‘millions’ had been exaggerated, I was wrong. There were so many bees outside that the entire lodge had dimmed, as if a giant cloud had passed between us and the sun. The combined humming and zig-zagging of that many little striped bodies filled me with this incredible sense of pressure and vertigo. It had to be the largest swarm of bees that anyone had ever seen. 
 
    Someone screamed, then hushed as everyone turned to hiss at her. 
 
    “They’re climbing all over her,” someone murmured, half-fascinated, half-horrified at the sight in front of us. 
 
    It was unnerving, I admitted. 
 
    Bees crawled on every visible part of Kinley, coating her hair and body like a moving, humming, second skin. As we watched, she disappeared completely under a heavy coat of bees. My own skin crawled in empathy. I fought the urge to scratch. The sensation of having insects crawling all over me was so strong that I was half-convinced it was real. 
 
    Then, as abruptly as they had appeared, they were gone. 
 
    Kinley collapsed to the floor of the porch, breathing as hard as is she’d just run a race. Her eyes were wide, as if she were staring into the vastest void of the universe and couldn’t see any of us at all. 
 
    “Grief and woe and darkness come. Before the dawn comes, death will strike a blow and leave all in grief,” Kinley’s voice was strange and hollow. Her words reverberated oddly in my ears, making my skin prickle again, this time with a sort of superstitious fear. 
 
    “Pack and clan will fight as foes. Secrets revealed will bring both joy and woe. One of your own will betray you. One of your own will leave you. One of your own will break you. One of your own will take you.” Her eyes turned to mine. I realized with a shudder that they were completely white, with no other color showing at all. Her entire being had taken on a strange, ethereal glow. It emanated from underneath her skin. It should have been beautiful, but instead it was jarring. 
 
    She let out an unearthly howl and fell back to the ground. As she lay there, the wolves of the pack let out a mournful howl, followed by the cries of all the other shifters gathered together. 
 
    The sound was eerie, but nothing close to the impact of Kinley’s words. 
 
    “I wish to the ancestors that I’d never even heard of a bee witch,” my sister said through her teeth. 
 
    Behind us, Penny made a strange, strangled sound. “Those,” she said softly, “were not the actions of a bee witch.” 
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    I woke with my face pressed into a massive pillow. On further inspection, I discovered I was curled up on a couch in front of a roaring fire. A heavy blanket was pulled up to my chin. Despite the heat radiating off of the flames in front of me, I felt chilled all the way down to my bones. 
 
    I tried to gather my thoughts. What was the last thing I remembered? I could recall Terra’s murder of that poor bee, and then stepping out into the swarm. 
 
    Then what? Everything that happened after the bees covered me was just… gone. I wished I could tell whether it was because I’d fainted, or if this was one of my increasingly common episodes that left me blank and with no awareness of anything I’d done. 
 
    My mother used to have blanks, too. She used to joke that it was a mercy that we forgot things so easily, but none of us had laughed or smiled in response. It was just too painful. I’d had to watch her descend into madness. I had watched my aunt go through the same process. 
 
    They might have been able to forget, but I never had been. 
 
    And now I was facing it for myself. 
 
    If I could forget anything, anything at all, I wish it would be all those memories I had of the two women I loved most in the world descending into a world of screaming at things that weren’t there and forgetting that I even existed. If I could forget the way they’d crumpled down upon themselves and vanished into a world of terror-filled insanity, I would choose to do so in an instant. 
 
    It was far, far worse to know what waited for me than not knowing at all. The unknown was preferable, after all, to hell. 
 
    Even if I could forget for a time, during the waking hours of my life, my sleeping time followed no such rules. It felt sometimes as if my sleeping brain relished what was coming for me. My brain seized every opportunity to play every miserable moment I’d ever experienced back to me. Sometimes it was hearing my mother’s screams again. Sometimes it was imagining what she had seen in her head that made her scream like that, for hours and hours, until she either lost her voice or lost consciousness or both. My unconscious brain filled in all the gaps I would have preferred to ignore. 
 
    “Hey,” a soft voice said. 
 
    Despite its gentleness, I jumped at the sound. I hadn’t been aware of anyone being near me. Which was a point in the crazy column as far as I was concerned, because I was usually all-too aware of the people around me. I clutched my blanket to my chest. 
 
    I looked up at Kit. “Oh. Hey.” As if I hadn’t just basically jumped out of my skin. 
 
    He was nice enough to play along and not embarrass me. “So, something odd happened there, huh?” 
 
    I laughed awkwardly. “You mean passing out? Yeah, that happens sometimes. I’m sorry you had to pick me up.” 
 
    His eyebrows drew together as he stared at me. There was something familiar in that expression, something that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Probably my crazy brain trying to make something out of nothing again. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “That’s not what I was talking about,” Kit said slowly. Oh, dear. He was using the patient voice that people always used with unstable people. 
 
    “You can be blunt with me,” I said quickly. “I don’t need you to baby me. I might be going crazy, but that doesn’t mean I’m violent or you should be afraid of me or anything.” 
 
    He stared at me blankly. 
 
    OK. Great. Now I definitely looked like a crazy person. 
 
    “Before you passed out, you shouted a bunch of… predictions. Prophecies, I guess. Have you ever done something like that before?” Kit’s eyebrows drew down in that too-familiar expression again. 
 
    I scowled at his eyebrows. He probably thought I was scowling at him. “Predictions? Prophecies? Not that I know of. What kind of predictions are we talking about? Weather? Lottery numbers? Winners for the Triple Crown?” 
 
    No smile. I guessed he was seriously concerned about this prediction stuff. I picked at the weave of the blanket someone had taken the time to throw over me while I was unconscious. 
 
    It was a sad world that I lived in when that sort of thing felt like a big deal. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had someone who would care enough to throw a blanket over me. 
 
    “Honestly,” I said, letting a little of my growing aggravation show in my voice. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Penny thought you might say that.” Kit folded his arms and stared down at me. 
 
    “What?” I demanded. “You’re looking at me as if I just dumped a world of trouble into your lap without any warning.” 
 
    “Didn’t you?” His tone was light, but I couldn’t escape the truth of those words. It didn’t help that I could protest about intentions and purposes and spirits until I died, and it wouldn’t mean anything if he’d already decided I was a trouble-maker. 
 
    “Sorry, but whatever I said, I don’t remember any of it,” I said, trying to sound casual. I kicked the blanket off of my legs and tried to stand up. 
 
    Kit offered me his hand. 
 
    I stared at him. “You’re kidding, right? You saw what happened when you touched my arm through my sleeve. Believe me, you don’t want to know what happens if you touch my skin.” 
 
    He glanced down at his hand with a bemused sort of expression. I had a hunch that he was exactly the kind of person who would want to touch me skin-to-skin just to see what happened. 
 
    No, thanks. Experimenting on my destined-to-fail psyche wasn’t my sort of thing. When you’re guaranteed to lose, you tend not to play. 
 
    “Aren’t you curious about what you said?” Kit finally stepped back enough to allow me to flounder up off of the couch by myself. 
 
    I scrubbed my face with my hands. “Of course, I want to know. And I’m scared to death, to be frank. Wouldn’t you be?” 
 
    Kit tilted his head as if he hadn’t considered that perspective. “Yes. I think I would be worried. You said, ‘Grief and woe and darkness come. Before the dawn comes, death will strike a blow and leave all in grief. Pack and clan will fight as foes. Secrets revealed will bring both joy and woe. One of your own will betray you. One of your own will leave you. One of your own will break you. One of your own will take you.’” 
 
    I stared at him. “Was that verbatim?” 
 
    He smiled. A little smugly, I thought. “Yes. I have a pretty good memory.” 
 
    “Geez.” I definitely did not have a good memory. Yet another sign of my degrading mind. I tried to focus on the words he claimed had come right out of my mouth, but they felt slippery and strange. There was nothing familiar about them. “I hate to admit this, but those words don’t mean anything to me. At all. Are you sure I said them? This isn’t some elaborate joke at my expense?” 
 
    Kit frowned. “Hardly.” He ran a hand through his straight, dark-blond hair. “Well, shoot. I was hoping that you would know what the words meant. You just happened to shout them in front of more than half of the clan. I can tell you that nobody is happy right now.” 
 
    I winced. “Oops?” 
 
    His eyes crinkled slightly. “Yeah, I guess ‘oops’ just about covers it.” He sighed, considering me with a serious expression. “Penny says that what you did—what you said—has nothing to do with you being a bee witch. It’s something new.” 
 
    I grimaced. “Well, that’s just peachy. Just what I need, more confusing abilities that I know nothing about.” 
 
    “But you are a bee witch, right?” He probed. 
 
    I hesitated. His eyes narrowed as he watched me try to gather my thoughts and words together. “It’s complicated,” I said. “There’s no doubts at all that I’m a bee witch, just like all the women in my family have been for as long as memories stretch. But, even for a bee witch… I’m weird.” 
 
    Kit nodded his head in understanding and gestured for me to go on. 
 
    “That thing that happened at the café when you grabbed my arm,” I said in a rush. “Do you remember?” 
 
    He nodded, absently scrubbing his palm on his jeans as if he could still feel the sensation. 
 
    “That’s not a bee witch thing,” I told him. “I’ve been that way my whole life. No one can touch me. Ever. Through something like clothes is bad enough, but skin to skin is way worse. At the least, I see flashes of people and their lives, usually the worst parts of their lives. You know, because magic sucks.” 
 
    He cracked a sideways grin. 
 
    “Through clothes or something, it’s like I’m watching a movie trailer or something, flashes of a person’s life in highlights. Only it’s not just seeing. Sometimes, I feel it, too. Skin to skin, though, well, that amps things up even further. Instead of just flashes, I see and feel the big things, big chunks of their lives. And I don’t always know if what I’m seeing is something that happened a long time ago, or is currently happening, or might happen in the future. It is overwhelming and I have absolutely no control over it. I hate it.” 
 
    Kit made a move as if he were going to pat me on the shoulder, then thought better of it and shook his head sympathetically instead. “I don’t blame you. I would hate that, too. So, it’s not a bee witch thing?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. My mom and my aunt didn’t have any problems with that. Or I guess you could say I wouldn’t even exist.” I laughed hollowly. “Hard to have a kid and pass on the bee witch business if you can’t touch someone else. The only other weird thing that I did that they didn’t, well, until today apparently, is that sometimes I see things in honey.” 
 
    He blinked at me. “You… see things in honey?” 
 
    “Yep. That’s really what I said. Weird, right? It has to be the pure stuff. Watered down, and I’m usually safe… knock on wood.” I reached out and tapped my fist against a chunk of firewood waiting to be slid into the inferno. “But if I stare down into pure honey, I usually will see things. Weird, random things like places I’ve never seen before and people I don’t know…” I paused and stared at Kit. 
 
    “What?” He demanded. 
 
    “You have to understand that I’m losing my mind, little by little,” I said, as bluntly as I could. “So anything I’ve experienced is suspect. But, I swear I’ve seen you before, in the honey. But you were younger, then. I just remembered… Unless my mind is just playing tricks on me.” 
 
    I ran my hands over my face tiredly. 
 
    “That must be so hard,” Kit said gruffly. “Not knowing if what you’re seeing is real…” 
 
    “Or just in my head,” I finished for him. “Yeah. But it’s only going to get worse from here.” 
 
    “Isn’t there anything that you can do?” Kit’s expression was far too sympathetic. I wasn’t comfortable with that sort of thing. Sympathy implied closeness. I couldn’t afford that sort of attachment. To anyone. 
 
    “Um. No. Not that anyone has ever found. And, believe me, my family has been searching for an answer to the madness for pretty much forever. No one wants to die young, screaming at things only they can see.” 
 
    He winced. 
 
    Yeah, I’d probably over shared. I didn’t have the energy to smooth things over, and most people weren’t comfortable with life dished out bluntly. 
 
    Oh, well. If there was one silver lining to going crazy and dying young, it was knowing I wouldn’t remember all the awkward conversations I’d had over the years. 
 
    A strange, echoing, raw-sounding scream filled the air. It called out once, and then again in a double-cry that made me think it was the voice of some sort of large cat shifter. 
 
    Kit leapt to his feet. “That’s the sentry,” he blurted. “We’re under attack.” 
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    Reynard, our sentry and a fox shifter, let out another bone-chilling scream, followed quickly by the screech of an owl and a bellow that I recognized as coming from Michael, our rare boar shifter from Greece. The cries came from three different directions, three different sentry posts, all alerting our clan that we were under attack. 
 
    Before I could even react, the air filled with sound again, this time with the cries and howls of wolves. And not clan wolves, either. 
 
    Unfamiliar wolves. 
 
    My body reacted before my brain could catch up. Before I could even process what I was doing, I was racing towards the door, tearing my shirt off and initiating the change into my bear. 
 
    The shift was different for every shifter. Some said that they felt pain, as if they were being torn apart molecule by molecule each and every time they changed, only to be pieced back together with searing agony. For others, the pain grew less intense after the first shift, until they hardly noticed discomfort at all. Others suffered every single time. While some shifted slowly and struggled through the process, others could change in mere seconds. 
 
    For me, it was as simple as turning myself over to the bear within me. It was an odd sensation, how I imagined it would feel like to teleport from one place to another, or be beamed around like on Star Trek. It was a sensation akin to turning a page in a giant book. On one page I was me and human, on the other, I was my bear. In one jarring moment, my perspective and senses and body mass all just… shifted into something much larger, much stronger, and much less inhibited by incessant wordy thought than my humanoid self. 
 
    Grandad had always been proud of my shifting abilities. It was one of the few things he had ever praised when it came to me. He said that a change like mine only happened when a shifter was completely in sync with both aspects of their personality, accepting them equally. 
 
    I knew some shifters who thought of themselves as people that changed into animals. Fewer felt like they were animals that changed into people. For me, I had always just known that I was a shifter. More than a bear, more than a man, not split fifty-fifty like some kind of weird two-piece candy bar, but me. When I was younger, when asked, I would tell people that I was Kit. Not that I was a bear shifter. Not that I was a seven-year-old boy. Just Kit. 
 
    My sister liked to say that only people with enormous egos had no form of identity crisis at any time. That there was no way I could be that relaxed and easy-going unless I was a complete narcissist. I didn’t know if it was ego or narcissism, but I was comfortable with who I was when it came to shifting and saw no need or reason to fight it or overthink it. 
 
    I blinked as a man and opened my eyes as a Great Bear. I rolled my shoulders, adjusting to the change in mass and shape. 
 
    All around me, people on two legs shifted into forms with two or four or six or even eight legs, sprouting fur or feathers or scales or skin or spines… Some were small, others were huge. Some were cute and fluffy. Others were terrifying beyond belief. 
 
    Even my bear, as massive and ancient as he was, shied away from Philip, the salt-water crocodile shifter from Australia. Quiet and unassuming in his human form, that guy was massive and terrifying as a two ton, twenty-something foot long crocodile. 
 
    Discovering that type of shifter had definitely been a shock. I’d found out about them by accident through my genealogy project. I’d still half-doubted it before Philip appeared at the camp and changed in front of me for the first time. Then I’d nearly peed my pants. Salt-water crocodile shifters were extremely rare. There were only about twenty of them in the world. 
 
    Which, even Philip would agree, was probably more than enough. As with most shifters, crocodile shifters were larger, more intelligent, stronger, faster and more resilient than their real-animal counterparts. 
 
    Yeah. Scary dude. 
 
    Yet surprisingly chill. 
 
    I was glad he was on our side. 
 
    And that he was one of those shifters who was still aware and himself when shifted. No one wanted to see someone like him go feral. Even my bear would hesitate to engage with something like that. Anyone who didn’t hesitate when faced with all those teeth had to be crazy. 
 
    Snarls and yips filled the air, accompanied by the never-ending, oft-repeating wails and howls of the unknown band of wolves. Wolf calls were like fingerprints of a pack. These cries were completely unfamiliar to me. 
 
    It didn’t take a genius to figure out who, or rather, what, our attackers were. 
 
    The why was going to have to wait. 
 
    My bear side didn’t care much about motives and logic. He didn’t care who was attacking us or what they wanted. All he cared about was protecting his den, his clan, his family, and getting to smack around some wolves without having to hold back. Bears liked to play, and they liked to play rough. Wrestling, crushing, smacking-down, even as a regular bear, it was like being the Incredible Hulk, but with a lot more fur. My bear was so much larger than any of the others in our clan that he didn’t get to extend himself fully very often. He hated holding back, but he would never hurt any of his clan. 
 
    Invaders, though, merited no protections from the Great Bear. No holds were barred. 
 
    I roared, both calling the members of my clan to me, and challenging those who dared set foot in this place uninvited. Anyone who ignored my call would have me to deal with. 
 
    My bear-self stood over six and a half feet tall on all fours, and over eleven feet tall when, like now, I launched myself up onto my hind legs. I weighed nearly two tons in this form. Grandad used to say I looked like a woolly mammoth in bear’s clothing. My face was rounder and my jaws wider than a typical modern bear’s, with the teeth to match. My coat was long and thick, a great protection in a fight. 
 
    If these wolves knew anything about me and my clan at all, even the slightest whispers I knew circulated about us on the shifter net, they must have known that attacking us amounted to suicide. 
 
    In front of me, a pair of fox shifters—Reynard and his sister Vicki—teamed up to bowl over a charging gray wolf. They darted back and forth around him, nipping and ripping with such speed that the wolf couldn’t defend himself. 
 
    I huffed a warning and the pair of foxes darted away in time for me to swipe one massive paw at the wolf they’d been harassing. I struck with only a fraction of my strength, but it flew away into the dark with a satisfying yelp. 
 
    I dropped back to all fours and joined the charge. My human brain would never have been able to keep up with the pace of a shifter battle like this, let alone sort through the wolves who were with the attackers versus the wolves of my own clan. Fortunately, I could just let my bear senses take over. Superior instincts and processing speeds gave him all the tools he needed. He knew friend from foe and didn’t have to hesitate to process or make sure. 
 
    The fact that I had to let go of my overthinking-self enough to let him take over meant I had been spending way too much time in humanoid form lately. There was a separation there between my halves that hadn’t been there before. It was small, but it was still there. In the back of my mind, even as I fought, I made a note of that separation and the need to do something about it. 
 
    One of these days, I was going to drag Terra up to Alaska and let our bears run around for a month or two and just fur out. They deserved a chance to stretch their legs and be ‘real’ bears without having to worry about spectators or alerting scientists to our existence. 
 
    I slapped down a trio of wolves surrounding a hissing and furious badger and roared again. All around me, yips, howls, roars and other various noises responded, letting me know where my team was and how my clan was faring. 
 
    I jolted to a complete stop. Not an easy proposition with someone as massive as me. I snorted, weaving my head back and forth as I took in the figures standing directly in front of me. 
 
    Penny stood there, in human form, in the middle of a shifter fight. She looked strange and vulnerable with her fine, dandelion-fluff hair dancing in wisps around her head, but the reason for her choice of shape was very clear. She had one arm wrapped around another human form, this one slumped and apparently unconscious. 
 
    The scent of honey filled my nostrils. 
 
    Kinley. 
 
    I let out a low, guttural growl. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Penny babbled, staring up at me. She didn’t look sorry. She looked and smelled desperate and excited. The expression in her eyes was wild and manic. “You have no idea what you have here. You don’t know what people would do… Your clan took me in, but this will get me back where I belong, with my real pack.” 
 
    I raised a paw in warning. 
 
    She scuttled back and held Kinley in front of her like a shield. The coward. 
 
    I grumbled out a warning. 
 
    Penny blinked. Even in the dim of early night, I could see that there were tears in her eyes. Her wild wispy hair gave her the look of a madwoman, a Lady Macbeth. That her skin and hands were dotted with blood only added to that impression. Guilt and fear made her tremble. They both were so strong of a scent in the air that I could taste nothing else. “I never wanted anyone to get hurt. It’s all just a distraction. Now that we have her, we’ll go. You don’t need to follow us. Please don’t try. I don’t want anyone to get hurt.” 
 
    I stalked towards her. She darted backwards, but never lost her grip on her prisoner. Like most shifters, even in human form, she was stronger than she appeared. Kinley’s weight was nothing to her. 
 
    Behind her, a group of wolves gathered, sliding from the shadows with oily grace. Their hackles stood on end, their wicked, sharp teeth bared as they growled in my direction. 
 
    I roared back, spittle flying from my lips. If they wanted to play, I was more than ready. 
 
    Penny stepped backwards towards the newcomers. They closed rank around her, more and more wolves appearing between us, hiding her from my sight. It only took a moment for her to disappear into their midst. 
 
    Abrupt and sharp, the air filled with a chorus of vicious snarls and a shrill, blood-curdling human scream. I couldn’t see what they were doing, but the scent of fresh blood wiped away all other sensations. 
 
    I rushed forward, but I was too slow. 
 
    The wolves vanished. They actually disappeared in front of my eyes. Twenty-odd wolves there and gone between breaths. They just evaporated, taking with them any sign or scent of Kinley. 
 
    Broken and bloody, Penny stared through unseeing eyes up at the waning moon. Dark rivers of blood marred her pale skin, staining her dandelion hair from bright to dark and matting it down into the mud. Her throat had been ripped out by the very pack she’d betrayed us to. 
 
    I spared a moment of grief for the healer. She had served my clan for longer than I had been alive, even if her life had ended with betrayal. One bad choice shouldn’t negate a lifetime of service. 
 
    Grieving her loss was easy. Dealing with her betrayal was going to take a lot more time and effort. Time I didn’t have. 
 
    I snuffed around the clearing, trying to pick up the scent of the wolves that had taken Kinley. I sneezed violently, three times in succession. My nose ached with the sting of a scent I knew and hated. 
 
    Blood Magic. 
 
    Somehow the attacking wolves had used Blood Magic to spirit Kinley away, leaving no trace whatsoever, but the foul scent of death and decay and, oddly, crushed red roses. 
 
    All around me, whimpers and murmurs, human and animal, filled the air. I didn’t need Terra to tell me that all the attackers were gone. The voices of my people told me this, and of their various distresses. 
 
    It was time to clean up, regroup, and figure out our next step. 
 
    Whatever Penny had learned about Kinley and her abilities, those skills that marked her as something other than a bee witch, had been enough to drive a loyal pack member to betrayal and another pack to Blood Magic and murder. 
 
    Even if I hadn’t taken guest rights seriously, I would have known there was no choice at all but to go after them and bring Kinley back. 
 
    If only to answer some questions. 
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    A bee landed on my nose. 
 
    It took every ounce of my life’s experience not to attempt to swat it away. Some basic human instincts are difficult to override. Letting an insect, especially a vibrating one, perch on the tip of your nose is one of those. I denied my human reactions and let the bee stand on my face, un-swatted. 
 
    Then I opened my eyes. 
 
    Then I realized that I had no idea where I was. 
 
    Did I remember who I was? I was pretty sure. Yeah, bee witch, going crazy, generally grumpy introvert… my personality, as much as there was one, seemed pretty much intact. 
 
    So, what had happened? Had I blacked out again? Even if I had, that didn’t explain what I was doing in a place that didn’t look, smell, or feel even the slightest bit familiar. 
 
    Careful not to dislodge the bee on my nose, I turned my head slightly, trying to take in the room I was currently resting in. As there was absolutely nothing familiar about it, from the paint on the walls to the blanket underneath me and the shape of the bed I was resting on, I felt it was safe to assume that I wasn’t just having a mental lapse. I had no idea where I was. 
 
    In fact, the only thing familiar about my situation was that a bee was sitting on my nose. 
 
    So, naturally, that was when a second bee decided to appear and land right next to the first one. 
 
    Two bees. That was something new. 
 
    I’d never had two bees before. Then again, I’d never had a bee refuse to leave, either. 
 
    “I’d like to sit up now,” I said, moving my mouth as little as possible so as not to disturb the bees. They might lack consideration for me, but that didn’t mean I had to return the favor. 
 
    Looking at them cross-eyed was starting to make my eyes hurt. Bee number one, who was slightly larger than the second bee, waggled her butt a couple of times before heaving herself up into the air and buzzing around my head. After a moment, the smaller and lighter second bee lifted off of my nose and joined the first in the air. 
 
    Footsteps sounded hollowly, but from what direction I couldn’t tell. From where I was propped on the bed, I couldn’t even see if there was a door. I pushed myself up on one elbow and jerked my head at the bees, hoping that they would understand that they might not be safe here… wherever here might be. I’d already had one bee murdered under my watch. I didn’t need to add two more to the tally. 
 
    I wasn’t good at trusting my instincts. People who are going crazy can’t count on their feelings steering them in the right direction like that. But I was getting a big, negative vibe about this place. 
 
    At least the bees seemed to agree, or perhaps it was just coincidence that they landed on the crushed pillow where my head had just been and crawled, one after the other, into the shadowy crack between it and a second pristine pillow. 
 
    Click. Somewhere out of my view, the very obvious sound of a door latch shifting caught my attention, followed by the slightest creak and slight pressure change in the room that indicated a door opening. 
 
    “Ah. The Oracle is awake,” a cheerful, deep, but distinctly feminine voice announced, the tone even and professional—as if they were broadcasting my movements on television. The effect was so novel it took a moment for the actual words to register. 
 
    “The what?” I pushed myself up the rest of the way and turned towards the strange voice. “Sorry, lady. I don’t know what’s going on here, but if you’re talking about me, you’re talking crazy.” 
 
    She laughed softly. Shifter, my sense told me. Wolf. Wolf, wolf, wolf. Scary. Big bad wolf. 
 
    OK, sense, way too much information there. Still, I prepared myself for coming face to face with whoever had triggered my internal warning system like that. 
 
    So of course, when I turned my head, the woman standing there was about five feet even, while in high-heels. Maybe. She had one of those weird face and body combinations that combined the angelic, innocent-looking face and smooth complexion of a person who never had to experience pimples or blemishes of any sort and the body shape and posture of a mature seductress. Somehow, the bright red lipstick added to the disconnect of youthful innocence and deep, dark experience. 
 
    If I hadn’t been absolutely sure she was a wolf, I would have assumed she was a vampire. Or an obsessive YA book reader who got stuck as one of their favorite characters. Though I had a hunch that readers didn’t have scary dead eyes. 
 
    The big part of my psyche’s analysis might be wrong, but I had a feeling the bad was spot on. 
 
    If she had blood on her teeth, I was going to be out of here so fast. 
 
    As if it were ever going to be that easy. In real life, bad people never walked around with obvious tells of evil. Like blood on their teeth and nails or signs around their necks proclaiming their allegiance to all things evil and macabre. 
 
    Well, a witch could hope. One easy moment, that’s all I needed. One time when my choices and actions didn’t have great consequences or portend. 
 
    “You think you’re the only one who can sense things?” She asked softly. Her voice was deep, melodic, seductive and completely at odds with her wide-eyed innocent look. It was a mature voice, the kind of voice that knew things. What sort of things, I wasn’t sure, but someone with that kind of voice definitely knew. 
 
    “Hardly,” I said. I tried to smooth a stray hair back behind my ear, but got the distinct impression that I was wasting effort. At this point, my hair probably amounted to a Herculean task. Even scissors would run in terror. “But if you think you’re reading ‘Oracle’ from me, you’ve got your wrong sense-glasses on. There hasn’t been an Oracle on Earth in thousands of years. That’s if they weren’t just some sort of legend to begin with. If they ever even existed, they were probably some sort of Fae. I can tell you straight off the bat that I’m not Fae. I’m a half-mad bee witch with no future and no time left for games. Which means that I’m really blunt and I lack most self-preservation instincts.” 
 
    The wolf’s eyes narrowed at me. I’m sure she thought that she looked dangerous. Well, yeah, she looked dangerous and probably was dangerous, but that didn’t mean that my survival instincts were going to work properly for once. 
 
    “I’m not trying to antagonize you.” I totally was, but admitting would be beyond stupid. And I wasn’t stupid. Crazy, yes. Stupid, no. “I just want to go home to my garden and my bees and out of… whatever the hell this place is.” 
 
    She raised a perfectly groomed eyebrow. “Are you saying this luxury isn’t to your taste?” 
 
    I glanced around the room. “This is what makes me doubt your sensing skills. If you think that someone like me would be comfortable in a villain’s plush-yet-evil lair, then you don’t know anything about me… or pretty much anybody in the universe. Sure, it’s luxurious, but where’s the comfort?” 
 
    She pursed her blood-red lips and tilted her head. Her long and high ponytail swished behind her. I’d never considered a ponytail to be a villain’s kind of accessory, but it was appropriately ominous. 
 
    “We wouldn’t have gone through the trouble of bringing you here if we didn’t need your help,” she said. 
 
    “Right. Because kidnapping and imprisoning someone is the proper way to ask for help.” I tapped my own lips with a finger. “Have you studied on how to be a cliché villain, or does it just come naturally to you?” 
 
    Her hands curled into claws by her sides. And by this, I mean, her fingernails actually shifted into claws. They darkened and elongated and curved into sharp points. It was both fascinating and disgusting to behold. I’d never seen a partial shift before. 
 
    It looked painful. 
 
    I winced in sympathy. Even villains had to feel pain once in a while. Weren’t they formed by great psychological trauma? Or was I buying into the fairytale thing a little too hard? 
 
    She drew in a deep, long breath. “We need your help. We don’t have the time or energy to swim through whatever channels and obstacle courses you have set around you. We know that you’re the Oracle and you’re going to help us.” 
 
    “Or else,” I murmured. 
 
    Both her eyebrows rose this time. “What?” 
 
    “You forgot to say, ‘or else’. I think you might be going off-script,” I said helpfully. “This is the part where you threaten my life or the lives of my family—sorry to tell you I have none—unless I do what you say.” 
 
    “Why the hell would I do that?” She demanded. Her calm façade was cracking around the edges. “You’re the only Oracle in the world. How does hurting or killing you help my pack at all?” 
 
    I sat up straighter. “Wait. You’re serious?” 
 
    She just barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes. “How more serious would I have to be? We kidnapped you away from the largest mixed shifter clan in North America. That takes a certain level of desperation.” 
 
    “But I’m not an Oracle,” I protested. “Honestly.” 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest with such an attitude that her ponytail lashed behind her like an actual tail. It was a rather feline move for a wolf shifter. 
 
    “Penny would not lie to me,” she said, her voice dropping even further in pitch until she was almost growling. 
 
    I blinked at her. “Penny? As in the healer? She had something to do with all of this?” 
 
    The wolf-shifter sighed deeply. She did that a lot. It was nice to know she was getting enough oxygen. “Penny had everything to do with this. It’s her fault that we are in this position to begin with. Of course, she would contact us when she learned there was a way to rectify it.” 
 
    I cringed. “I’m sorry, but I truly have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “That’s understandable, considering the only person outside of the immediate pack who knew anything about any of this is now dead.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “You are the Oracle. You believe otherwise. We must consider the possibility that you do not know everything about yourself.” 
 
    “Well, does anybody?” I asked, helplessly. “It’s not like everybody is born with an explanatory pamphlet attached, detailing everything about them. How can me being an… Oracle help anybody? Even if I had the potential to be one, which I’m not saying I do, I’ve never had a vision, I’ve never had any ability whatsoever to predict the future. Believe me, it would have come in handy about a billion times in my life. And that’s putting it mildly.” 
 
    “An Oracle is so much more than just a simple seer,” the woman snapped, her veneer completely shattered. “An Oracle can touch time itself, can manipulate what she sees. She can change the future.” 
 
    “But not the past?” 
 
    Her nostrils flared with disgust. “Ever hear of a little thing called paradox? No one can change the past, but the Oracle… she can shape the future. What she sees must be, so if her visions can be controlled…” 
 
    “You can control the future.” I blinked at her. “You know this is all crazy, right?” 
 
    “Obviously.” She glared at me again. “You have no idea what a person who is truly desperate will be willing to try.” 
 
    I thought about my future lifespan: short. And my future prospects: grim. 
 
    I figured I probably knew a lot more than the average person about desperation. 
 
    “But I’m a bee witch,” I protested. “I mean, there’s absolutely no doubt about that. That’s who I am.” 
 
    She snorted. “By the moon’s grace, you are so ignorant. All Oracles are bee witches. They always have been, from the beginning of time.” 
 
    What. The. Heck. You would think my mother or aunt or somebody would have thought to tell me something enormous like that. 
 
    Like, hey, by the way, you need oxygen to survive. You should probably consume calories and water regularly. And, also, bee witches are sometimes super-freaks called Oracles that can control pretty much everything. 
 
    Yeah, kind of important. 
 
    Unless they hadn’t known. 
 
    Sadly, I had a sudden but very firm hunch that my mom had known all along. No wonder she had always accepted my little extra eccentricities without much fuss. 
 
    She knew I was weird. 
 
    And now I was launching myself straight into Stockholm’s syndrome and buying into the delusions of my kidnappers. 
 
    Just how credulous was I? 
 
    Well, I did pass messages for bees. 
 
    “Why kidnap me, then? Why not just get in contact with me and ask for my help? I can tell you that I’m a lot more reasonable when I’m not being held against my will.” I stared straight into her eyes. It might be rude to stare at a shifter, and I was pretty sure this woman was an alpha, but I wasn’t going to let her dominate me. Anyway, she’d already admitted that killing me would be a bad idea, so I figured I could get my kicks and irritate her all for free. 
 
    “Because you’re in serious danger,” she said, as if that were blatantly obvious. 
 
    “Um. Yes. From you,” I pointed out. “You attacked the clan I was staying with and kidnapped me. That’s not exactly the actions of the good guys.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Are you really this naïve? There are rarely truly good guys and bad guys. There’s no ‘team good’ or ‘team evil’ going on here. We’re all just living creatures trying to survive and usually messing everything up in the process. Yes, there are a few really sick people out there, but you can’t play ‘black and white absolutes’ with the general population. And for your information, I do not consider you a prisoner. I consider you a firmly invited guest.” 
 
    “How nice for you,” I murmured. “Denial must be great for the skin. Still looks like kidnapping to me.” I held up both hands as she made a frustrated movement in my direction. She might not want to kill me, but maiming was always still on the table. “If you and your pack aren’t the danger I’m facing—and I’m not convinced about that—then what danger should I be worried about? If it’s all about this Oracle crap, I’m going to tell you I’m not going to be happy about all of this.” 
 
    She drew in a deep breath, closing her eyes as if she were praying for patience. She might be. My mom had done that a lot, too. So had my aunt. 
 
    Huh. 
 
    “It’s because you are a bee witch. The last known bee witch. Seriously, were you educated at all? You can’t tell me you know nothing about the Bee-eaters.” 
 
    “First off, ew.” I shuddered. “That’s disgusting. Second off, what’s a ‘Bee-eater’? Someone who eats bees? Because I don’t think that’s a healthy, balanced diet. It’s definitely not vegan friendly.” 
 
    She muttered something that I didn’t quite catch, but I had a hunch it wasn’t flattering, and extremely personal about me. 
 
    “The Bee-eaters are an ancient organization set on destroying all of the bees from Earth and stealing their Spirit Magic for themselves.” 
 
    Behind me, under the pillows, I could feel the bees trembling in reaction to her words. I fought the urge to pull them out and protect them with my body. They were far better at protecting themselves than I could ever be, but I also didn’t trust this woman enough to divulge that there were bees here in the room with us. I had to hope they would just stay hidden. 
 
    “But… the world can’t survive without bees,” I said, in a voice that sounded young and confused to my own ears. 
 
    “It’s far, far worse than that,” the shifter said. “And if you are truly this ignorant, the situation is far more serious than even I realized. Come on, get out of bed and we’ll talk over dinner.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. I wasn’t sure what I was thanking her for, but it seemed to be the appropriate thing to say. Look at me being all rational and reasonable. 
 
    She paused in turning towards the door, her long evil ponytail swishing behind her. “Elinor. My name is Elinor. You may call me Ella.” 
 
    “Thanks, Ella,” I said, as the door closed behind her. 
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    The pyre burned steadily. The hot red and orange flames flickered in the slightest breeze, embers lifting off of the carefully built construct of wood, designed to burn hot and steadily, until nothing was left. Another tickle of a breeze sent embers swirling up into the sky, like fireflies dancing. I watched them, from my angle, disappear into the moon, and hoped that was a good sign for our wolf shifter, traitor and friend that she’d been. 
 
    Friend or foe, every shifter met the fire after their death. Some said it was a tradition based on returning us to our more basic elements, others said that it was a practicality to keep scientists and other humans in the dark about us. All I knew, from my reading and research, was that the tradition was older than all of our recorded histories. 
 
    It had nothing to do with respect or honor, for which I was grateful. At least I wasn’t placed in the position of having to make a decision like that about the body of the woman who had led an attack on our clan. If the fire were reserved only for friends, I wasn’t sure what I would have done. 
 
    If it had been up to Terra, she would have been left to rot. My sister had taken the betrayal harder than anyone. I remembered dimly that there had been a time where there had been talk of Terra becoming Penny’s apprentice. I wasn’t sure what had happened with that. It had just ceased to register on my consciousness, but apparently my sister had been far closer to the healer than I had ever realized. 
 
    I was a crap brother. I hadn’t even thought about Terra’s reaction in all of this. I’d been far too busy trying to muddle through my own feelings about our situation. It had taken Terra’s completely out of character screaming fit at one of the younger shifters for me to even register that there was something wrong with my sister. 
 
    Not the best indication for someone who was supposed to be clan leader. A leader needed to be more aware. Not that I’d ever wanted the job, but the clan needed me to be better. To be cognizant. To never be taken by surprise by traitors, and broken-hearted sisters, and strangers who had wrecked our world just by existing and arriving in our territory. 
 
    No. I drew a deep breath. I couldn’t pass all this blame onto Kinley. That would have been the easy thing to do. And I knew that Terra had already chosen that path. She, and her closest followers, were all vociferous in their condemnation of the bee witch, bringing all of this down on our heads. Had Kinley still been within reach, no doubt there would have been a second burning this night. At least we were spared that. 
 
    Despite the viciousness of the attack and our lack of preparation, Penny had been our only casualty. We’d had a number of injuries, but nothing life-threatening. And a couple of those were even what we liked to term ‘Darwin Awards’—when a person’s choices led them quickly in the direction of removing themselves completely from the gene pool. 
 
    Sadly, there was a such thing as being too stupid to survive. 
 
    Nature had a way of weeding out stupidity and keeping it from being passed on to the next generation. Though it was a little harder to weed out in the easier living of modernity. I, for one, was grateful for lower mortality rates. Even if it allowed the stupid to live and pass the stupid on to the next generation of idiots. 
 
    The group of small-species teen shifters who had decided to go after a group of older, much more experienced, not to mention larger, wolf shifters had come perilously close to earning that ‘award’. A group of twin squirrels, a badger, and a newt shifter had no business acting like predators. Fortunately, the other pack had not been out for blood. 
 
    Except when it came to Penny. 
 
    And that sure as hell had looked like it was personal. 
 
    Terra had lost it when she realized that the little healer hadn’t just had her throat ripped out, but after they had killed her, several members of the other pack had taken the time to urinate on her. 
 
    In the shifter world, there was no greater insult. 
 
    Of course, this just added more fuel to Terra’s already raging fire. While I felt a desperate need to go find Kinley and save her from her abductors, my sister swore that if she ever saw the bee witch again, that whole classification of magic would be immediately extinguished. Add them to the registry of extinct magical beings post haste. 
 
    My sister had always had a bit of a temper, but she’d always been rational within that rage. Even furious, she could see reality and be reasoned with. Usually. This time, though, rationality was out the window. She would not and could not believe that Penny had betrayed us. So, that meant all of this, every scrape, every wound, every time a real wolf howled and we jumped… that was all on Kinley. And every time I defended her, it just made everything exponentially worse. 
 
    “Your loyalty is supposed to be to this clan,” she shrieked. “Not some witch who shows up out of the blue and starts lying through her teeth. She’s got you so wrapped up you can’t even see how much she’s manipulating all of us.” 
 
    “The only person here who was guilty of manipulating and lying was Penny,” I retorted, trying to keep my voice as level and calm as possible. That, it turned out, was a mistake. My sister heard that and took it to mean that I believed she was acting and behaving in an irrational manner. 
 
    She was, but I never would have said anything. I wasn’t a complete idiot, even if she thought I was. I knew which battles were worth fighting and when to walk away. 
 
    The thing was, walking away just now had some serious ramifications. The longer Kinley stayed with her abductors, the more danger she probably faced. But my sister was going to… object strongly to me leaving the clan right after an attack. 
 
    I could have called a pack meeting and asked for volunteers to help me recover the bee witch, but Terra was right that the clan needed to stick together and fortify against any more enemies. The priority had to be to the whole, not just one individual who wasn’t even a member of the clan in any capacity. 
 
    If I was going to do this at all, I was going to have to do it alone. 
 
    But I couldn’t leave Terra in the lurch. In my absence, she would be in charge. I needed to make sure that she could handle that kind of responsibility and not go haring off on some revenge scheme against the imaginary enemy that she had created wearing Kinley’s face. 
 
    No matter what my sister said, I didn’t believe for an instant that Kinley had come here purposely to stir up trouble and destroy our pack from within. 
 
    Call it credulous of me, but I believed she was what she said she was—an unwilling messenger getting orders from the dead through bees. 
 
    Yes, it sounded crazy, but it made more sense to me than Terra’s wild tale of sabotage and murder. 
 
    Just how Kinley had managed to wrangle a pack of wolves to do her evil bidding was something even Terra couldn’t explain. But she didn’t have to try. The irrational never had to have facts to back up their accusations. That was the purview of the rational. 
 
    Though, if recovering Kinley allowed me to avenge Penny’s murder, that would be a nice bonus. No one deserved to be slashed open and then urinated on. I couldn’t imagine the kind of shifters that would stoop to such a level. 
 
    Barbarians. 
 
    They would have to be. 
 
    And Kinley was in their hands. 
 
    The idea filled me with agitation. I’d only scratched the surface of my research, but the little I’d started to find warned me that bee witches were important. One source had even implied that they had everything to do with the wellbeing of all the worlds. 
 
    Whatever that meant. 
 
    Even as my mind wandered, I stood at attention next to the burning funeral pyre. Most of the rest of the clan came and stood by the fire for a little while, paying their respects and reminding each other of the many ways Penny had touched our lives. Then they wandered off, back to their lives. 
 
    I was the only one who stayed for long. It was my place to stand vigil, especially as she had been murdered on my watch. 
 
    No matter how complicit she may have been in orchestrating the event that had led to her being murdered. 
 
    Clan was family. It didn’t matter how much we messed up. We all deserved to have someone watch over us as our mortal remains burned and dispersed back into the cosmos. 
 
    “If you’re thinking about going after that girl, trying to save her, you better not be planning on ever coming back.” I hadn’t heard my sister come up behind me, enough of a sign of how deeply I’d been thinking. But there was no mistaking her voice, even as tainted with venom as it sounded at the moment. 
 
    “She’s our guest,” I said simply. “We had responsibilities to keep her safe. We failed. We owe it to her—” 
 
    “We owe her nothing!” My sister leapt forward into the firelight, her hands curled into fists. “We didn’t want her here! We didn’t invite her. And look what she did!” 
 
    “If you’re trying to convince me that she shifted into a wolf and not only ripped out Penny’s throat but urinated on her and egged other wolf shifters into doing the same, all while I could see her unconscious body, it’s going to be a tough sell.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me. “You don’t know anything about what witches can do. She’s got you blinded.” 
 
    “Well, one of us is blind,” I agreed. “After weighing the evidence that I’ve seen with my own eyes and experienced, again for myself, not secondhand, I’m going to have to go with it not being me. I don’t know what kind of bee you’ve got up your butt, but it’s making you ignore facts. Humans do that sort of thing all the time, but I expected more from a bear.” 
 
    She made a growling sound, but there was something there that made me hear, no, sense, that her bear was as uneasy with her behavior as I was. It felt like she was out of sync with her other half, and that was… extremely dangerous. 
 
    I needed to tread carefully. There was nothing quite as unbalanced as a shifter losing touch with himself. Or herself. 
 
    “Leave,” she growled. “We don’t need you. We never did. Grandad was a fool to beg you to come back. You’ve always been happier with your studies and schoolwork… you don’t have what it takes to be clan. You? Head of the pack? The true alpha? Don’t be ridiculous. So what if your bear is huge? Is that supposed to impress anybody? Size doesn’t make you a good leader, it just makes you big. Leave. Don’t come back. And make sure that you take everything you care about with you. Because, I promise you, it’s all going on the fire. Whether you leave or not.” 
 
    I stared at her, rolling my shoulders to keep my bear calm under the verbal attack. “Is this coming from you? Or is it coming from the clan?” 
 
    “I am the clan. I always have been.” Her glower deepened. “Unless you want to challenge me? Coward. You going to run away or bully your way to the top? Either way, no one respects you. Who would? You’re a weakling. A nerd. A nobody.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to accept her challenge. I knew I could beat her in a fair fight. I could probably beat her blindfolded. But the alpha fighting the Matriarch could only hurt the clan. 
 
    There was no way to reason with her. She had already made all the decisions and, as usual, I couldn’t do anything without losing in this situation. 
 
    “Funny,” I rumbled, some of my bear making himself known through the deepening of my voice. “If you’re the better alpha, I would expect you to be the one to stand vigil. Instead, you’ve been inciting revolt and chaos. It will be interesting to see what kind of leader you turn out to be.” 
 
    She bristled. I half expected her to slam into me. 
 
    I turned my back on her, showing that I didn’t fear or respect her like this, and stared back into the flames. “I’ll leave,” I said quietly. “But only because I was going to leave, anyway. I’m going to find Kinley and make those wolves pay for what they did to Penny. Hopefully, by the time that’s done with, you’ll be thinking clearly again. This clan needs a good leader.” 
 
    “I’ve always been a thousand times the leader you are,” she howled in rage. 
 
    I shrugged. “We’ll see. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m mourning for a friend.” 
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    I’d never wanted for comfort in my life, other than the mental and emotional kind that physical things don’t really affect much. Physically, I’d been comfortable. I had a nice, small, cozy house. I had my garden and bees. I’d had my mom and my aunt. I had enough to eat. I had a bed to sleep in. I had books. That, to me, was comfort. 
 
    I had never felt such a glaring difference in my life and the life of the well-to-do before now. 
 
    My aunt had told me that wolf shifters tended to collect money. Maybe it was because they lived for so long, or maybe they did intimidation jobs for the mob or something. For whatever reason, they were as successful at amassing wealth as a dragon—well, if dragons hadn’t gone extinct. Or had never existed at all. My mom hadn’t been clear about that. 
 
    It seemed she hadn’t been clear about a lot of things. 
 
    As I walked down the long hallway towards the dining room, led by yet another member of the wolf pack holding me captive, I was aware of nothing except the incredible opulence surrounding me. 
 
    Apparently, I now lived in a world in which tables needed their legs dipped in gold, just in case the carpet touched the wood. I hadn’t known that. And actual jewels in the wallpaper? Apparently that was a thing, too. It was sparkly. 
 
    My two little bee friends, now hiding in my hair, kept buzzing in spurts, almost as if they had the hiccups. Maybe they were laughing. I wondered what they thought of the ridiculous ostentatious display of wealth surrounding us. 
 
    Did bees even comprehend wealth? I bet they measured it in honey stored and how many flowers they could reach in an hour’s time. They would have no use for gathering gold and jewels. 
 
    I was with them on that, but I was also pretty sure the vase on the side table I was passing would feed a small country for a year. And feed them well. 
 
    Even in borrowed clothes, much nicer than anything I owned, I felt distinctly shabby. Maybe shabbiness was just part of my DNA. No matter what I put on, it shined through, announcing that I spent my time up to the shoulders in mud, playing with flowers and trying to get around having to kill the grubs that invaded my garden space. I was a gardener and a bee-keeper. I didn’t belong in a castle. 
 
    As my guide pushed open a large, heavy door leading into a formal dining space that looked like something out of some sort of medieval docudrama, I paused for a moment and silently begged the bees to keep themselves scarce. I didn’t know what the deal with this pack was, yet, but I knew that I didn’t want them knowing that bees had been able to track me down too easily, even captive and barricaded as I was. 
 
    I wondered if bees would be able to track me down in the depths of darkest Mordor. 
 
    I had a hunch that would be a cakewalk for the little boogers. 
 
    Though, if you thought about it, hobbits might just be a perfect analogy for honeybees. They both had hairy toes and liked to eat a lot. They were both small, and yet capable of doing miraculous things. 
 
    And they could both be excessively annoying at times. And they carried weapons called ‘Sting’. Sting, stinger, big difference. 
 
    And now I was daydreaming about bees wearing little hoods and traveling through the Shire and across Middle Earth. 
 
    I firmly told myself to pay attention. Wool-gathering had to be a sign that I was quickly losing my preciously hoarded brain cells. Whatever I was going through just now was not going to be helped by me going abruptly mad in the middle of Xanadu, which was what I had decided to name this shifter fortress. 
 
    It would have been an amusing thought if it wasn’t my brain I was worried about. 
 
    Knowing a little about how a wolf shifter pack functioned, I half-expected the enormous dining hall—there was no way it could pass as a mere ‘room’—to be full to the brim with shifters. I was grateful, and relieved, to discover that there were only four people waiting for me, though of course they were naturally at the far end of the very long, very imposing table, so I would have to walk across the enormous room to approach them. 
 
    Did people actually live like this? I would have spent all my time too terrified of messing something up to be able to function in a house—a mansion, a castle—like this one. A little giggling voice at the back of my head snickered at the idea of the people living here spending half of their time furry. Wolf hair and opulence didn’t seem to mix well. 
 
    What did they do about all that fur? Did they have tiny little vacuum-bots sneaking into every room the moment it was empty, sucking up every little hair? How else could they ever hope to keep up with maintaining a space like this? 
 
    “Thanks for joining us,” Ella said. Her voice echoed ever so slightly in the cavernous room. The effect was only muted by tapestries on the walls and a thick carpet underfoot. I’d never seen an actual tapestry in person before. They were impressive. Lots of wolves and blood and stuff were on those tapestries. I decided not to look any closer. 
 
    I jumped at the sound of Ella’s voice. I’d been so far into my own thoughts that I’d forgotten I had an audience. Again. 
 
    “Did I really have much of a choice?” I didn’t fully intend to speak the snarky words, but they were out of my mouth before I could shove them back into my brain. 
 
    “Hmm. The polite answer or the realistic answer?” Ella answered smoothly, gracefully seating herself at the head of the table. Naturally. She gestured towards the seat to her right, which was pulled out and waiting for me. 
 
    “Please, don’t mind the informality,” she said, as I made my long, self-conscious way to the chair and settled myself down. “I thought you might feel more comfortable this way.” 
 
    I blinked around me. “This is informal? I hate to tell you, then, that this is probably the most formal situation I’ve ever found myself in.” 
 
    The man on her left chuckled. As if I were joking. I took a moment to look him, and the other two strangers, over. 
 
    All the shifters I had met, and that was quite a few lately, were better looking than average. Even those that weren’t particularly attractive in their animal forms made good looking humanoids. There were no exceptions to that rule here. The man to Ella’s left had a sharp, dangerous sort of look about him. He didn’t look particularly tall, maybe five inches, if that, over my own five foot two frame. He had darkish hair swept slightly to one side over a broad, slightly square forehead. He had sharp cheekbones, a wide mouth, and a cleft in his chin. Intelligent eyes regarded me back with no attempt at subterfuge. They were an amber-hazel color, the exact shade of a sunlit brook. 
 
    He felt dangerous. Instead of shouting ‘shifter’ at me, as his companions were, he felt different. Dark, deep, with an overlying scent of blood and crushed roses. I could tell that, like the others, he was a wolf, but his wolf was so faint, so distant, that I could barely sense it at all. 
 
    “My brother, Ammon,” Ella said, nodding in his direction. “Also, I invited the Guardians, Amelia and Warren, to join us.” 
 
    I nodded to each in turn. 
 
    Ammon and Ella looked much more like siblings than Terra and Kit had. I wondered if that meant they were full siblings. I knew there was a strong tendency in shifter families for females to have two children, usually a female first, then a younger male. That pattern had held true with both packs I’d met recently. 
 
    The Guardians were both more of what I expected of my brain’s stereotypical wolf shifters than their alphas. Amelia had golden-yellow eyes, while Warren’s were an icy-blue that would no doubt appear as stunning and strange on his wolf, as well. They were both on the tall side and lean, with an almost wild energy to the way they regarded me. I wondered if they could ever actually pass as human in the general population. 
 
    Well, I wasn’t great about self-preservation, so I met their gazes head-on. 
 
    Just because I knew better didn’t mean I had to do better. 
 
    I needed to embroider that on a cushion in my house. It really said it all. 
 
    Ella waved a hand and a second set of doors, much closer to this side of the table than the doors I’d been ushered through, opened to release a pack of people carrying plates and food on trays. I called them pack in my head because it was obvious that, like my hosts, they were all wolves. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself. My mouth watered and my belly rumbled. Everything smelled so good. 
 
    If they had any intention of poisoning me, I would probably just go along with it at this point, if it meant that I would finally get to eat something. 
 
    The shifters politely ignored my rude body sounds, and focused on serving themselves from trays set in the middle of the table between us. The moment a plate slid in front of me, I joined in, scooping up anything that looked remotely edible. 
 
    I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been so hungry. 
 
    There were stuffed cabbages filled with meat and rice, and fresh pierogies smothered with butter, and, just in case I was feeling a little sad about life, a bowl of the most incredible chicken soup I’d ever eaten was placed at my elbow wafting delicious promises in my direction. I didn’t even have names for what I was eating. There were pickled things, and buttered things, and fresh bread, and bacon and cabbage and… I was pretty sure this monstrosity of a mansion was my new happy place. Forget the horrendous décor, the food was everything. 
 
    “I’m glad you are enjoying your food,” Ella said, not laughing at me openly, which was kind of her and completely unnecessary as I was past feeling shame about the way I was shoveling food into my face. 
 
    “It’s divine,” I mumbled, hating to waste time speaking when I could be eating. 
 
    “We are quite proud of our food,” Ella said graciously, reminding me just how uncultured I was. “Our pack is originally from Poland and we choose to eat traditionally, most of the time.” 
 
    “I need to move there right away,” I said immediately, without thinking. Because, when did I ever actually pause to think? 
 
    A real, genuine smile touched her red lips. “Here, try a nalesnika krokiet, I believe you will enjoy it.” 
 
    I almost whimpered as my fork cut through the meat roll she placed on my plate. It was like a soft fluffy crepe, stuffed with meat, onions, and mushrooms, then coated in breadcrumbs and fried. 
 
    It was official. If I was going to die, I was going to die so extremely happy. And, if the afterlife didn’t have food like this, I wasn’t going. I’d just haunt this place and drool. 
 
    “There are sweet nalesnika with the desserts,” Ella said, because she obviously loved me and didn’t want me to die of a crushed soul when I realized I had no room leftover for dessert. 
 
    “If this is torture, you win,” I said. “I yield to your deliciousness. Do you always feed your prisoners so well?” 
 
    Her brother chuckled again. He shrugged. “This is how we eat. What do you live on? Macaroni from a box?” He managed to scoff and snort at the same time. 
 
    Well, sometimes. 
 
    Hey, I lived alone. There was really no reason to try to come up with something fancy and perfect just for me to eat by myself. Before my mom and aunt had died, we’d eaten “around the globe” as my aunt used to say, trying foods from all over the world and being generally culinarily curious. 
 
    Cooking for myself alone now that they were gone just felt… sad. And somehow lonelier. Macaroni and cheese from a box didn’t stir up painful memories like tikka masala did. 
 
    “I have been informing everyone,” Ella gestured around the table to specify who ‘everyone’ meant, “about your distressful lack of education about not only Oracles but bee witches in general.” 
 
    I swallowed a mouthful of my gorgeous food and reached for my water glass. I sipped at it to clear my throat. “Of course, I had no idea that I was ignorant about either of these things. I’ve been a bee witch my entire life, but apparently my mom and aunt left some stuff out. And the whole Oracle thing… I’m still not convinced that they’re real.” 
 
    “There’s a technical term for that in psychology, isn’t there?” Ammon said smoothly. “For someone who doesn’t believe that they are real?” 
 
    Ella gave him a small, polite smile, as if he were just commenting on the weather. “Several, I believe. You’d have to be more specific.” 
 
    “She could be an Oracle-denier,” Warren suggested, making Amelia guffaw through her Polish version of cheesecake. 
 
    “Or a one-earther,” she added. 
 
    I tilted my head in her direction. “That’s one I’ve actually never heard before.” 
 
    She looked nonplussed. “Really? Ella wasn’t exaggerating, then. You really are ignorant.” 
 
    Ella hushed her gently. “Ignorance isn’t a crime unless it’s willful ignorance. Fortunately, there’s an easy cure for it: knowledge. Stupidity, on the other hand… well, you can’t fix stupid.” 
 
    I hated to agree with my kidnappers about anything, but I completely agreed with her on that. If someone came up with an invention that could cure stupid, it would be the greatest invention of all time. 
 
    All four shifters stared at me for a long moment, as if they were trying to discover if I was stupid or salvageable and ignorant. 
 
    Heck, I’d like to know that for myself. There wasn’t exactly a way to measure how far I’d deteriorated in the brain department. I could actually be irredeemably stupid at this point. I raised one finger. “OK, if you all know so much about bee witches, that means you know that there’s a very good chance I might…” 
 
    “Go cuckoo and try to fly out of a window?” Amelia suggested. 
 
    “Adopt three hundred cats and play Schrödinger?” Warren added. 
 
    “Lose all control of rational thought and start screaming at invisible monsters?” Ammon added in a quiet, calm voice. 
 
    I swallowed hard. I pointed my finger in his direction. “Yeah. That one.” I narrowed my eyes at Warren. “Yours was just wrong. On so many levels.” 
 
    He had the decency to look abashed. Amelia cuffed him, shaking her head at him, though I saw her lean closer and whisper a question about who or what the hell Schrödinger was. 
 
    A second later, she leaned back, shaking her head. “What kind of idiot would adopt a cat out to that dude?” 
 
    Ammon and Ella exchanged a glance and smile. 
 
    It would be so easy to forget that they had kidnapped me. Which would be both stupid and insane. Two for the price of one. 
 
    Ella shook her head slightly, then pinned me with her best alpha look. It was the angle of the eyebrows that made it a truly effective expression. I immediately took her more seriously. “The Oracle is real. And you are her. And, if you help us out, we can assist you with the bee witch… problem.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. 
 
    “Use that shifter sense of yours,” she suggested. “You can tell that I’m speaking the truth, can’t you?” 
 
    I nodded reluctantly. “You know that only means that you believe that you’re speaking the truth, right? If you’re delusional, it will still pop up on my radar as true. That’s why shifter senses aren’t admissible in magical court.” 
 
    Ammon chuckled again. He seemed to be in a perpetual state of amusement around me. “I like her,” he whispered to his sister, loud enough for me to overhear it. 
 
    “Shocker,” she said tonelessly. She turned back to me with full resting wolf face. “All four of us have a story to tell you, and then you can decide if we’re delusional or not. Sound good?” 
 
    “I told you from the beginning that you never had to kidnap me, or feed me amazing meals—though, please, keep feeding me amazing meals. I don’t need any of that to listen and help someone. The fact that you went through great lengths to just take me, and do things to me without my permission, that doesn’t make me trust you.” I folded my hands in my lap. “It actually does the opposite.” 
 
    “We’re desperate,” Ella said coldly. 
 
    “Then stop talking around the issue and get to the point,” I snapped, holding her ice-cold gaze with my own. Take that, alpha queen. “Stop playing games right now. I like my facts like I like my coffee, cold, straight, and far from me. Well, obviously, that last thing doesn’t work. But you get the gist.” 
 
    “Are you always this maddening?” She demanded. 
 
    “Is this the way I cope with life and the fact that I’m on a countdown towards death?” I raised my eyebrows at her. “Deal with it, or find someone else to jerk around. Of all of us here, I’m the one on the borrowed time. And you’re the one who is wasting it.” 
 
    “Fine,” Ella ground out. “Very long story cut very short; the Fae have our children and we need your abilities to bring them back.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kit 
 
      
 
      
 
    Terra may have claimed that she had the pack on her side, but I still had friends enough to make sure that my things, and my files, would be hidden away somewhere that she couldn’t get to them and destroy them as she had promised she would. 
 
    The most precious of my books and files, that I couldn’t afford to leave behind, even in a safe place, I had strapped into my special backpack, which, thanks to science and a little bit of magic, stretched to fit me perfectly when I shifted. I usually used it for extra-long trips in bear form, but this would work in a pinch. It helped to have luggage that I could wear in human and bear form. 
 
    Though I was a little conspicuous in bear format and it normally wouldn’t be my chosen shape this close to clan lands, I had a hunch that it would be easier for me to track down Kinley and her abductors like this, instead of blindly driving up and down random roads in my truck. 
 
    Which truck Terra could rightfully claim was clan property that I currently had no claim to use since she was ‘banishing’ me from the clan. And I wasn’t going to give her the opportunity to be even pettier than she’d been acting ever since Penny had died. 
 
    Whatever. The truck was the least of my worries. 
 
    My backpack now contained mostly books, a few changes of clothing—including Kinley’s own backpack, which I had discovered in the trash bin outside the lodge—and a few provisions, including about a quart of our best honey. 
 
    I didn’t know if that much honey would end up being useful, but I was looking for a bee witch, so I figured honey might come in handy, and the added weight wasn’t an issue for me in either form. 
 
    Plus, in bear-form I couldn’t get enough of the sticky stuff. In human form, I found it to be a little too sweet. As a bear, it was like a hot fudge brownie sundae, the kind that always ends too soon for the taste buds and too late for the waistline. Only bears didn’t care about keeping a slender profile. 
 
    Either way it went, the honey was not going to go to waste. I just hoped that the triple wrapping I’d put around it would keep it from leaking and getting my books and papers all sticky and ruined. 
 
    In bear form, I might just go ahead and eat all those sticky pages and I couldn’t afford to lose all that knowledge just because I was a pig with longer fur when it came to honey. I might still have my mind in bear form, but instincts were hard to fight. And every bear I’d ever met, shifter or not, practically had a fetish for honey. The craving was literally that strong. 
 
    I’d set out from the clan camp as soon as I’d been able to arrange the smuggling of all my other papers and books out of the lodge and to a safe, undisclosed location. Note: they were currently being housed with one of the few shifters in the universe that scared Terra back into wetting the bed on the rare occasion she was incautious enough to cross paths with them. 
 
    I still felt horrible and guilty about leaving the clan in the lurch like this, but I couldn’t ignore that niggling insistence that I needed to get Kinley away from those shifters and to some place safe—and quickly. 
 
    I gave myself a good shake and settled into a rolling gait that in a horse would have been called a canter. In bear form, I could run like this for hours at a time without growing tired. I just had to reserve running for open spaces, like the meadow that stretched in front of me now. 
 
    So far, I hadn’t picked up any scents from our wolf shifter invaders, but I had a plan. Well, I knew someone who could help me formulate a plan. 
 
    My sister would have felt so vindicated in her assumptions that I was a witch-lover if she knew I was heading off to ask for help to save a witch from another witch. 
 
    I’d only met Cailleach a few times in my life, maybe as many as a dozen, but that was stretching it. The first time Grandad and I had gone to visit her, he had made me swear that I would never tell Terra where we had gone or who we had met. At the time, it was a great joke to me, finally having a secret from my nosy older sister. 
 
    Now, I wondered what the old man had known that I didn’t. 
 
    Perhaps it was Cailleach herself who had told him not to tell Terra. Regardless, right now I was glad to be heading in one direction where my sister would never find me or even think to look for me. 
 
    For a person who had never been to this area, there was nothing about it that made it stand out as anything special. Roads, some paved, some not, wound through the trees. Now and then the trees broke up into overgrown meadows. Nothing awe-inspiring. 
 
    Until you passed through one little secret gateway and everything in the surrounding area was exposed as an illusion. A huge, unbelievable illusion. 
 
    I didn’t know even a fraction of what Cailleach had to hide out here. I had a hunch that it would be better for me not to know. Plausible deniability was always a plus, as was sleep without nightmares. 
 
    My sister had found Kinley, tiny little bee witch Kinley, unsettling. 
 
    Cailleach had made my grandad nervous. My grandad, who felt that a shared expression or emotion was calories thrown away into the abyss. His greatest sign of approval had been a slight tilt, not quite a nod, of the head, maybe as much as a twitch of an eyebrow. 
 
    Around Cailleach, he’d been obsequious. He’d acted like the woman was either a goddess, or someone who might kill and smoke our bears, just to have meat over the winter. 
 
    Possibly a combination of the two. 
 
    She was odd, but I’d always liked her. She always fed me and my bear treats and told the most hair-raising stories about things that, looking back as an adult, I really hoped had no truth to them whatsoever. Funny how things that are thrilling to children can be so chilling to adults. 
 
    Grandad had told me several times, when we’d passed this way, that if Cailleach didn’t want to be found, the doorway to her house wouldn’t work. Every time we attempted to visit, it was a coin toss on whether we’d be permitted to enter her territory or not. 
 
    This time it appeared almost as soon as I stepped onto her illusion-covered lands. That was a first for me. Usually, she made us hunt for the gate for hours before finally permitting us to cross over. 
 
    I hoped it was a good sign and Cailleach wanted to talk to me. 
 
    There was a very distinct possibility that she was furious with me. I hadn’t taken time to visit her even once after Grandad died. She had every right to feel slighted. 
 
    I just hoped I could make up for it enough for her to be willing to help me out. For Grandad’s sake, if not for my own. 
 
    Stepping through the illusion was always a shock. One moment I was cantering through a huge meadow, the next I was lumbering to a stop outside of an enormous farm straight out of stories of the Middle Ages. That is, a farm for magical creatures straight out of every mythology, no matter how obscure. 
 
    The farm was pieced together like a haphazard sort of quilt, with a meadow here, and a building there. A pond for ducks, geese, swans, kelpies and other evil water creatures in one direction, while a perpetual fire burned not far off, kept in motion by countless salamanders blissfully burning away. Around this fire, coiled the lengthy form of a creature I’d better never call a dragon or my grandad would come back from the dead and whoop me on the behind until I swore that I didn’t even know what dragons were. 
 
    A boy only made certain mistakes once. 
 
    Flowering plants and herbs of all kinds filled the air with what should have been conflicting scents, but all rose in a sort of green harmonic cacophony, accompanied by the happy hum of busy bees at work. 
 
    I hadn’t really paid much attention to the bees before now, other than the time that Cailleach’s assistant—a quiet man of unknown origin who younger me had believed could do anything and everything—had showed me how to collect honey without upsetting the hive in the process. Cailleach would never permit the smoking of her bees. They were her guests, and it was rude to smoke guests. 
 
    Now, thanks to Kinley’s abrupt arrival in my life, all bees were on my radar. If I had been in my human form, I probably would have stopped to talk to them. 
 
    If anyone knew how to find a bee witch, it would be the bees. At least, that’s what I figured. 
 
    If Cailleach turned out to be unhelpful, then at least I had another option to help me find where Kinley was being held. 
 
    I drew in another deep breath of fresh air, redolent with the scent of growing things, living things, and the magic-tasting salamander flame. Thanks to magic, Cailleach’s homestead—for lack of a better term—was completely sustainable and completely in harmony with nature, which was evidenced by the fact that dryads were currently tending the orchards. Any other time, I would have paused to watch the tree-folk at work, but time was too pressing for distractions. 
 
    Housing, storage, outbuildings, a hut for smoking and storing foods, doors to various cellars for ciders and cheeses and storing various foodstuffs, tumbled across the fields in no recognizable pattern. No two were the same shape or size or faced the same direction. From simple rectangles to octagonal structures and half-spheres, they covered the spectrums of architecture from around the world while still embracing simplicity. Color-wise, they also covered the entire spectrum, from muted earth tones, to vibrant screaming shades, even including a few that my bear could see, but my human self could not. 
 
    Of all the haphazard fields and buildings, set as it seemed at complete random, as if a toddler with building blocks had organized them, Cailleach’s strangest building of all was the cottage where she lived. 
 
    From first glance, it was nothing much to look at. Short, sloppily built, a little misshapen. There was nothing to suggest that any care had been taken at all in creating the structure. One wall was half-painted a pale bluish color, as if someone had started the project of painting the building and wandered off partway through. Another wall was splashed with streaks of five or six swatches of various colors in a row, as if someone—possibly the same someone—was trying to figure out the best shade of paint. A third wall was splashed with what looked and smelled like blood. 
 
    The fourth was completely covered in climbing plants of all sorts, from toxic to flowering. 
 
    I didn’t have to walk around the house to see all of these sides. Instead, the house, plants and all, somehow turned and presented me with each wall in turn. 
 
    Grandad said it moved on chicken feet, but I thought that was probably one of his jokes. Possibly. I’d never been able to see how the house moved around on its own. And somehow kept each yard, one for each side of the house, intact. 
 
    Sometimes it was best not to try to understand. 
 
    Each wall of the house was heavily encrusted with windows, all following the same haphazard plan as the rest of the homestead. One wall boasted windows from the size of my human fist to a window about the size of me as a bear. There was a porthole from a ship to one side, next to a stained glass piece that would have looked more at home in a cathedral. Some of the windows overlapped, with the frame of one cutting across the middle of another. 
 
    Logically, it was a nightmare. 
 
    There was no door. I knew there would be no door until Cailleach invited one to appear. It was never the same door twice, at least not in my experience. 
 
    As a child, this strange building had fascinated me. It was so strange, so unique, and utterly magical. Even that mysterious blood, which had been a part of the house for as long as I could remember, had its own dark charm. A person could sit here for a hundred years and never learn all of this place’s secrets. Its very strangeness promised that. What child could resist the promise of unending stories? 
 
    Cailleach herself walked around the corner of her house with an armful of herbs and branches from her various gardens. 
 
    Like her place, Cailleach’s appearance was hard to pin down. She seemed eternally young, yet endlessly ancient. She wore her clothes in layers, blouses and skirts and jeans and boots and red flannel petticoats, and Christmas sweaters layered with silk scarves and a tweed coat. The layers made her oddly shapeless, yet there was something light and lithe with the way she moved. Her skin was brown and sometimes appeared seamless, while at other times she was as wrinkled as a family of prunes. Her hair she kept tucked under more layers of hats and bonnets and scarves. Little colorless wisps of hair escaped around her face and into her eyes. 
 
    Cailleach’s eyes were the only thing that never changed. They were a silvery blue, far more silver than blue, and bright with mischief and intelligence. Also, occasionally, malice. 
 
    I’d asked Grandad once, as a child, if Cailleach was a good witch or a bad witch. 
 
    He’d said no. Then yes. Finally, when I was a little older, he had explained that good and evil were complicated. For every action, good or bad, there was intention to be taken into account. For a creature as ancient and powerful as Cailleach, labeling her intentions would be like trying to watch all the stars in the universe at once. Without glasses. 
 
    In a word: impossible. 
 
    That was as much of an answer as I ever got. 
 
    Cailleach smiled when she saw me, though I knew she wasn’t surprised. There was no way for anyone to set foot on her land, let alone cross through the doorway, without her express permission. 
 
    When she smiled at me, she looked young and lighthearted. Then she stepped closer and I could see the seams of age lining her face again. 
 
    If I hadn’t met her as a child, my adult mind would probably have struggled to make sense of her and this place. As it was, I had learned long ago to just accept the strangeness and not try to fit it to any form of logic. Cailleach wasn’t old or young or frail or stout or good or evil… she just was. 
 
    She hitched the long plant branches she was carrying into one arm and patted my nose, which, given her diminutive size, she could barely reach. 
 
    “I’ll get out the cookies,” she announced, walking past me. “You’re welcome as bear or boy, but boy might make conversation easier.” 
 
    She turned towards the house and a door popped into existence, cutting right across several odd-shaped windows. This door was white with bright blue birds painted all over it. It was a new door, one I had never seen before. 
 
    As soon as she disappeared inside, leaving the door open for me, I shifted back into my human form and dug into my pack for my clothes. 
 
    For some reason, Cailleach’s homestead was easier for my bear to process than it was for me in my human form. Even though, as a bear, my senses were far superior, it was as a human that I was hit with sensory overload. There were so many strange sights and smells and sensations, and the magic here was thick and heavy, almost oppressive in its weight. I shuddered as I dressed, not out of fear, but like a horse shuddering off a fly. Even my skin felt strange here, in this form. 
 
    I dragged my pack, now inconveniently large and heavy for this form, and walked through the bird door into Cailleach’s cottage. 
 
    Like something straight out of a fairy tale, Cailleach’s cottage was much larger inside than it appeared from the outside. I didn’t know just how many rooms there were, but I had explored extensively as a boy and never found an end to them. I’d even found a dungeon set up with straw, a spinning wheel, and skein upon skein of heavy golden cord. When I’d asked Cailleach about that room, she’d merely smiled and winked at me. 
 
    In a place always in constant flux, my favorite room was the one that never changed at all. 
 
    Cailleach’s kitchen was at once enormous and cozy. One corner looked like something out of an old children’s book about witches, complete with a cauldron and a fireplace large enough to roast a dragon happily for an entire winter, and herbs hanging from the ceiling in every direction until it looked like an upside down garden had been planted in the ceiling. This part of the kitchen shifted gradually towards the modern parts of the kitchen, with potted herbs and china cabinets and worn wooden counters giving way to a large, modern farm sink, multiple ovens, and cabinets that opened up to reveal multiple refrigerators and freezers of various sizes. 
 
    Watching over all this was one ancient, enormous, smoothed by-age wooden table. Grandad had told me that, despite its size, it had been formed from one massive tree. It hadn’t been cut, but had been pulled out of a living tree, with its permission, by an army of dryads and earth creatures as a gift for Cailleach when she reached her magical maturity. 
 
    It was an incredible story. And it was a beautiful table, even if I didn’t quite believe its origin was quite that spectacular. For one thing, who had ever seen a tree large enough for such a feat? 
 
    Then again, look at the size of my bear. 
 
    Cailleach set a tray of cookies on the table and looked at me with benign sweetness written all over her face. “So,” she said, her voice lilting with an accent that time had forgotten long ago, “have you come to speak to me about the bee witch? Or your father?” 
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    “The Fae have your children,” I repeated slowly. It wasn’t the first time I had repeated the words, but it wasn’t helping me absorb them any better. 
 
    Ella pinched the bridge of her nose. “Don’t tell me that you don’t know about the Fae, either.” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “Of course I know about the Fae. It’s just…” 
 
    “You don’t believe in Fae, either,” Ella said. The fact that there was no emotion whatsoever in her tone warned me that she was getting pretty fed up with me. 
 
    Amelia dropped her head on the table with a dramatic thud. Now, that was the kind of over-reactive behavior I could get behind. 
 
    “I believe they probably existed at some point,” I said cheerfully. “Logically, the magical world as we know it probably wouldn’t have evolved without some sort of magical ancestor to evolve from. Like a Fae bacteria or blue-green Fae algae.” 
 
    I glanced at Ella and decided to shut my mouth. There was a tiny little vein on her forehead, throbbing with such intensity that I was afraid it—and she—might rupture. 
 
    “How about I take Kinley on a little walk and we’ll cover all the bases her education obviously skipped over,” Ammon suggested smoothly. 
 
    Ella covered her face with her hands. “I believe that might be wise.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the two of them. “A ‘little walk’ isn’t a euphemism for murdering me and leaving my body in a dark corner to rot, is it?” 
 
    “No,” Ella growled. “Unfortunately.” 
 
    Yikes. It looked like I’d broken through Ella’s polite-yet-terrifying façade. And it was scary underneath. 
 
    Ammon helped me scoot my chair back, because he was apparently that kind of gentleman. I eyed him as I followed him down the long dining room, back to the door where I had entered. He looked exactly like the sort of man who would take a girl for a walk, like in one of those shows about people who mysteriously vanished into thin air and were never heard from again. 
 
    Well, at least it looked like he would know what he was doing. If I was going to get murdered, it might as well be from a professional. 
 
    No, Kinley! I mentally smacked myself. No, that is not better! 
 
    I heard the faintest buzz from the bees still hiding in my hair. They were either agreeing with me or laughing at me. 
 
    “Um,” I said abruptly. “If this isn’t all just an excuse for you to murder me in some weird upper-class polite way, is there any chance I could have some honey water for my room?” 
 
    Ammon’s eyebrows swept upward. An amused smile touched his lips. “Whatever for?” 
 
    I tilted my head upwards in what I hoped was an arrogant manner. “I’m a bee witch. I like honey water.” 
 
    False. It was close enough to the truth that it shouldn’t trigger his shifter’s built-in lie detector sense. I needed the honey, not for myself, but to feed my bees. But he didn’t need to know about them. I felt terrible that I’d just had what amounted to a feast and my new bee friends were probably starving. 
 
    “I’m sure I can scrounge up some somewhere,” Ammon said dismissively. “Now I have a question for you…” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s fair. I have more than a few questions for you.” 
 
    He raised one eyebrow. It was a smooth, upper-class sort of motion that made me feel even more like a grubby gardener with an affinity for bees. “My question is this: can you listen and learn, or are you the kind of person who has her mind made up about the universe and can’t be shaken from it?” 
 
    I stopped walking, which made him stop and look back at me. I tried not to roll my eyes. I really did. If I failed, it wasn’t from lack of effort. “I. Talk. To. Bees.” I stated each word slowly and clearly. “I also talk for bees. Bees. Let me reiterate, bees.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “Fair enough. I suppose a person who speaks to bees on a regular basis must needs be open-minded.” 
 
    “Quite,” I retorted haughtily. 
 
    He turned down another corridor and opened a door, holding it open for me to enter ahead of him. 
 
    I was happy to find one room in this mausoleum of a house that didn’t make me feel intimidated and worthless in this entire shifter palace. It was a study or library, or some mix of the two, with a fireplace burning low to keep the moisture out of the air and protect the books from the inevitable damp. Because we were in a castle, so there had to be damp. That was a prerequisite of castles. 
 
    The books were the proper kind for this kind of setting, the kind of books that wore leather jackets or tuxedos of their own, looking prim and proper and perfect. Nothing like the read, re-read and nearly destroyed paperbacks that I hoarded at home. 
 
    Instead of heading straight for the seat behind the large mahogany desk set strategically in a place of power within the room, Ammon sat down on a sofa that was way too fancy to be called anything as banal as a couch. He raised his eyebrows as he waited for me to join him. 
 
    Regarding my options, I decided to sit in the armchair placed close enough to the sofa for easy conversation, without having to deal with all the intimacy sitting on the same piece of furniture stirred up. There was probably a shifter tradition out there that stated that sitting on the same sofa amounted to announcing an engagement. 
 
    I wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    “I need you to put on your listening ears, and zip your lips shut like a good little cub,” Ammon said in his smooth voice, taking on the slightest tone that he was suggesting that I was either feeble minded or about half my actual age. 
 
    I made a zipping motion. “Mmm nphm um kuh.” 
 
    Those perfect eyebrows winged upward again. I hoped they got frequent flier miles. “Pardon?” 
 
    I unzipped my lips. “I’m not a kid,” I said clearly. 
 
    “Fine,” he stated, narrowing his eyes slightly. “Then we will approach this like adults. I will tell you what we know, without interruption. And you will not interrupt. Or say anything. Or make faces.” 
 
    I gasped, horrified. “I do not make faces!” 
 
    He gestured at me. “You’re making one now.” 
 
    Touché, jerkface. At least when I went outside in the city, I didn’t need someone to carry a leash for me so I wouldn’t get picked up as a stray. Like he did. Because he was a wolf. 
 
    The thought amused me enormously. 
 
    “Focus,” Ammon admonished. 
 
    I nodded and folded my hands in my lap and fixed my eyes on his face. 
 
    “What on earth are you doing?” he demanded. 
 
    “Focusing,” I said. 
 
    “Right.” He cleared his throat. “As I don’t know what you have or have not been taught, I will start at the beginning: there are many worlds.” 
 
    He hesitated and glanced at me. I said nothing. I didn’t even move. I was focusing. 
 
    “There have always been many worlds. And some of them interact. We call this phenomenon being in ‘sympathy’ with each other. While several worlds touch ours, the one that has always been more in sympathy with our world than any other is Faerie. We don’t know when they first touched and opened to each other, but we do know that we both lived in harmony for millennia. In some eras, magic and the non-magical lived in harmony without much difficulty. In other times and in other cultures, those who had magic or who were magic were viewed as that historic figure of the ‘other’. They were persecuted and executed and nearly driven to extinction. 
 
    “Even among the magical, there have always been those who stood out. Oracles are an example of these. As are bee witches. As long as we’ve had records, we’ve had stories about bee magic and oracular magic. In stories, Apollo, well-known to be the god of prophecy, acknowledged that his gift was given to him by the bees. Even before he was a fledgling god, there were goddesses and priestesses who lived very much as you do. The Potnia, the Pindar, the Delphic Oracles—they were all called bees. 
 
    “And all who were called as Oracles, other than Apollo who was an admitted usurper of the power of the bees, were female. Before we have stories of any other gods or goddesses, we have the bees and the Voice of Bees, their chosen Oracle.” He paused and looked at me. “Do you have any questions so far?” 
 
    I shook my head. Hidden in my hair, I could feel the two little bees vibrating. I wondered if they were listening to this story. 
 
    “As long as there have been bees, we’ve known that they could speak to the dead,” Ammon continued. “And for the dead. The bee priestesses served the bees for their entire lives, passing messages to our world from beyond the veil of mortality. One story suggests that they can pass easily through that veil because they are the living, breathing tears of Osiris, and as a piece of a god, they can go where only gods and spirits can tread. We don’t know the true reason why, but we do know that they can.” 
 
    I nodded. That one was easy enough to verify. Look at my life. 
 
    “Any priestess of the bees could act as Voice for the dead. These priestesses were called ‘Bees’, by the way. And that was enough to afford them respect and honor wherever they went. 
 
    “Our world has, over time, lost its sympathy with Faerie. Where once our borders overlapped, open to each other, we have grown so far apart over time that few Fae are powerful enough to even attempt to cross into our world. Or ever return back again. Some of this is because of the results of the rise of Industry. Some of it has been caused by war and disease. Some of that connection died as cultures and languages vanished one by one. 
 
    “And now we are facing our darkest days. You must be more aware of it than most, for you live closer than anyone I know to that long-ignored, but once worshipped source of life.” 
 
    “Bees,” I whispered. 
 
    He nodded. “The bees are dying. And, if they fail, the world will fail. Not just this one, either. Despite the distance between us and the other worlds, we are still connected. We are conjoined; pieces or organs of a greater organism is one way of looking at it. If Earth dies, all the worlds connected to her will fall as well. Faerie among them. 
 
    “We’re not just talking about the science behind this failure, either. Though it has taken humans ridiculously long to discover how dependent they are on such a small insect. No, it is their task as messengers, as creatures passing through the veil, that will lead to our demise. Because the veil needs the bees to stay healthy. The bees don’t just pass messages, you know. They escort the dead as well.” 
 
    I nodded, remembering the way the bees had gathered on my mother’s chest as she drew her last breaths. Their presence then had offered her more comfort than she had known for years. 
 
    “The bees keep the veil itself from dying. Like a flower, the bees pass through and pollinate it and it blossoms. It’s an awkward metaphor, I’m afraid, but it is not easy to explain an immortal concept with mortal words.” 
 
    I waved him on. I felt he was doing a fine job. 
 
    “Now, the difference between a true Oracle instead of what the ancients called a ‘Bee’ is that they can be carried through the veil by bees and return again without losing the connection to their bodies. Other than bees themselves, Oracles are the only living creatures that can make such a journey. This is what allows them to see the past and the present and the future so clearly—because time has no place in the spirit world. When an Oracle steps beyond the veil, they understand what we cannot, because they can see the truths and the connections and the answers… all without needing the bees to stand in and translate.” 
 
    I drew in a long breath. “What about bee-eaters? Your sister mentioned them.” 
 
    Ammon paused. His face grew still and hard behind that careless façade that he wore so well. “Did she? Interesting. Bee-eaters are a group of people who have existed as long as Voices and Oracles. They devour bees and absorb their powers for themselves.” 
 
    I fought the urge to reach out to my two little stowaways to protect them. “Why?” 
 
    “Well, absorbing power is answer enough for most,” Ammon said. “But, for others, they believe that all bees must be wiped out and the spirit world must be allowed to rupture and take the worlds with it.” 
 
    I huffed out a shocked breath. “Why?” 
 
    Ammon closed his eyes. “Because bee-eaters believe that destroying the world in such a violent manner will force the overlapping worlds, Earth, Faerie and the others, to become one, unified world. And they believe that is our destiny. Those of that line of thinking are also called ‘one-earthers’.” 
 
    One-earthers. I had heard the term before, but I couldn’t recall where or when. 
 
    “Now, what’s the story about your pack’s children and the Fae?” I asked. “Because you just said how difficult it is for Fae to cross in and out of this world, so I can’t see how they would just be able to march in and take every child of a pack of this size.” I had yet to meet them, but I knew that a small pack didn’t have resources like this or need a mansion as a home base. 
 
    Ammon winced. “First, you must know that children, being young and unformed, can pass through the space between worlds much more easily than any adult. This is true for young animals as well as young people. Once, it was so common for children to slip through to Faerie that precautions were made to make sure they returned again. Unfortunately, we’ve lost so much of the old ways. It’s difficult to sift the truth from the stories.” 
 
    I nodded, understanding. 
 
    “A pack member of ours, many years ago, came across a man and a child in the woods not far from here. The child was ill, and the man was desperate. As our pack-member was a healer, she felt deeply that she must introduce herself, even put herself at risk, to assist the pair. With her talents and skill, she was able to bring the boy back from the brink of death and restore him to health. His father was relieved and, revealing himself—and the boy—to be Fae, he promised her to grant anything she wished.” 
 
    I cringed. I knew how wishes worked with the Fae. You always got what you asked for, but rarely what you intended. 
 
    “Our healer, being kind-hearted, thought immediately of our young ones. She immediately wished for all our cubs to have ‘magical, safe lives.’ So…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    “They took them all,” I said softly. “They took them to have magical, safe lives… protected in Faerie. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He nodded, staring down at his hands. After a moment, he seemed to pull himself together with an effort. He cleared his throat. “And not just the cubs the pack had at that time, either. Every cub that has been born to any member of this pack, whether they have stayed here or left to join other packs, is always taken. Every. Single. One. My sister and I were the last young ones this pack has seen, and we were only not taken because our grandmother’s best friend was a witch and warned her to follow the old ways. We were old enough, and the protections from her friend strong enough, that she was able to prevent us from being taken.” 
 
    “What is it that you believe I—that you believe an Oracle could do to help?” I asked softly. 
 
    He looked straight into my eyes, hope burning brightly in their depths. “You can cross the veil. You can see what we must do to bring them back. Every curse can be broken. Faerie law means there must be a loophole. If you follow the bees and come back, you can tell us how to get our children back.” 
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    Cailleach waited patiently while I relearned how to speak. Her question had broadsided me so heavily that I felt like all of the breath had been pummeled from my lungs. 
 
    After a moment, she reached over and slid a cookie into my hand. “Eat up, Kit. It always helps to eat a little something when you’ve had a bit of a shock.” 
 
    A bit of a shock! 
 
    I couldn’t remember a time when me asking questions about my father hadn’t made my mother look like she wanted to cry or make my grandad look grim and surly. Every question I had asked about who he was, or where I came from, had been greeted with the thickest and heaviest, insurmountable walls of silence. 
 
    Terra had never had the same problem as me. She’d always known that her father was a raven shifter. She had heard stories about him. He’d died before I came into the picture, but at least she’d had him, if only for a short amount of time. 
 
    I hadn’t had any of that. 
 
    Was my father a shifter? 
 
    I didn’t know. 
 
    Was he tall, like me? 
 
    No clue. 
 
    How had he and my mom met? 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I had told myself that I didn’t need to know. I had my mom while she was alive. I’d had my grandad for longer than that. I’d always said that he was the only father figure that I needed. Sure, he’d been stubborn and surly and impossible to please, but he’d loved me in his own way. 
 
    That should have been enough. 
 
    Right? 
 
    I had built up that belief, brick by brick. Landmark by landmark, when I’d lost a tooth and he wasn’t there. When I’d grown taller than Grandad and no one was there to measure it. When I’d built my first computer. When I’d had my heart broken with no one there but Terra to mock me until I had to get over it out of self-defense. I’d used all that to remind myself of all the ways I did not need a dad. 
 
    I wasn’t the kind of person to go cry over something I couldn’t have. It wasn’t my nature; it never had been. 
 
    So why did it take exactly one mention of him to blow that wall I’d built so painstakingly to smithereens? 
 
    “What do you know about my father?” I asked, impressed with how calm my voice sounded. Thankfully, it hadn’t come out like some sort of accusation. Nothing shut down lines of communication quite as fast as throwing around blame. 
 
    Cailleach handed me another cookie and patted my hand. Somehow the first cookie had vanished without me even remembering putting it in my mouth. Which was a shame because Cailleach’s cookies were delicious and deserved proper attention. 
 
    “I know quite a lot about him,” she said. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    I almost snorted out cookie crumbs. What did I want to know? Well, everything, for starters! Where had he been all this time? How did Cailleach know so much about him, while I, his son, didn’t even know his name? 
 
    Somehow, I couldn’t voice a single question. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said quietly. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “Well, we should sort some of this out,” she said briskly, glancing out on a window with a distracted air. “I’m expecting him later and it’s probably best to sort things out beforehand, so it doesn’t have to be as awkward.” 
 
    For the second time in minutes, Cailleach had stunned me silent. 
 
    “Well, I wasn’t allowed to say a thing as long as your grandfather was alive, was I? And it’s not like you took the time to visit me even once since then.” Cailleach patted my hand again. 
 
    Even flooded with hurt and confusion, I turned my hand over and grasped her ageless hand in my much larger one. She smiled and gave my fingers a squeeze, patting my cheek with the other hand. 
 
    “It won’t be so bad,” she said reassuringly. “You’ll see.” 
 
    I couldn’t imagine how she could be right about that, but I didn’t feel like I had much choice in the matter. I was about to be thrown straight into the deep-end of the pool with all my clothes on. I better learn how to swim pretty quickly. 
 
    “My dad,” I managed to stammer out, “does he know about me?” 
 
    Cailleach’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “Of course he does! He knows everything about you and your life. From the moment your parents decided to have you, he’s tried to be involved as much as he can. He simply… well, you’ll see soon enough.” 
 
    I gaped at her, my mouth flapping open and shut like that of a frantic beached fish. He had tried to be involved in my life? How, when I didn’t know a single thing about him? 
 
    Cailleach handed me another cookie. She was a firm believer in eating your feelings before they could eat you. “You will understand,” she promised. “I know it’s been hard, but there have been reasons for all of it.” 
 
    I bit into the cookie and tried not to glower at her. Had Cailleach always spoken around subjects like this? I just simply couldn’t remember. If she had, it would have made Grandad crazy. He liked direct honesty without frills. 
 
    Though, maybe not. It looked like he was up to his neck in this whole father conspiracy as well as Cailleach. 
 
    Who else knew more about my life than I did? 
 
    Did Terra? 
 
    No, I couldn’t believe that. Despite our recent differences, I didn’t think my sister would withhold this kind of information from me. Grandad? Well, I could see him deciding it was best for me not to know and just never telling me anything. But Terra wouldn’t do that. She’d tell me, and then let me decide how to deal with it. 
 
    Cailleach? Well, that was an extra twist in the twine. She was a factor I couldn’t count on. She had too many variables to even begin to guess at her motive and purpose. 
 
    Someone tapped on a window. Nerves twisted my stomach. I looked down at the cookie in my hand, trying to decide if it would be better to set it back down again, or to try to stuff it into my suddenly dry mouth. 
 
    Cailleach turned her head, and a door appeared in the wall. This one was green with tiny gold geometric patterns scattered across it, seemingly at random. The door swung open. 
 
    “You remember Marc,” Cailleach said casually, bending over the table to shift the cookie-tray in the newcomer’s direction. 
 
    I bit back a grunt of frustration. Here, I’d been expecting to meet my father, and instead Cailleach’s sometime assistant was here, sitting down and systematically picking through the cookies for the best ones, as he always did. Once he had a good-sized pile, he smiled at me. 
 
    “Hey, Kit!” He said warmly. “How’s the studying?” 
 
    I brushed away my irritation that he was interrupting such an intense, life-changing moment. Marc had always been friendly to me, showing me how to do things around Cailleach’s homestead and teaching me things no one else would have bothered to do. Even when I was little, he’d been patient with me and my clumsiness. I’d never seen him lose his temper once, which, as a kid growing up with my grandad, had been novel and refreshing. 
 
    If I was honest, it was probably because of Marc that I had started researching into shifter histories and genealogies. He was the one who had told me that shifters originated with Fae and their familiars blending powers together. 
 
    “Not bad,” I said. “I’ve only just started getting back into it.” 
 
    Marc’s lively face grew grim for a moment. He nodded with an air of solemnity. “Yeah. I heard your grandad died. He was an impressive man and a good shifter. You must miss him.” 
 
    “I do.” I nodded. 
 
    “Excellent,” Cailleach said, beaming from ear to ear. “I told you this would be easy. And look!” 
 
    I blinked at her. It took me a ridiculously long time to process her words. I started to shake my head, then took a closer look at Marc. 
 
    “You?” I asked. 
 
    Marc tilted his head slightly. “That depends on the full question, doesn’t it? Am I ever going to paint this house the rest of the way? Probably not. It’s much bigger than it looks, you know. Am I done setting hay by for the winter? Almost. Or do I have some genealogical information for you?” 
 
    I choked, trying to get the words out. It seemed so ridiculous, so impossible that this man could be my father, even if that’s what Cailleach’s words suggested. 
 
    “Marc,” Cailleach scolded. “None of your slippery games. The boy needs it from you, not anyone else.” 
 
    Marc nodded, immediately sobering. He regarded me steadily, an expression I remembered from our long talks and discussions. This was his face when he explained to me about why even magical creatures died sometimes. This was the expression he wore when he was being completely serious. 
 
    “I’ve waited a long time to tell you this,” he said. “Every time I’ve seen you, the words have been there, choking me. But, I made a promise. And I can’t break a promise, even when it would be best to. And, now that I’m free from those promises, I find myself struggling to find the right words.” He drummed his fingers lightly across the surface of the table. “I helped design this table, you know…” 
 
    “Marc,” Cailleach chided. 
 
    “Yes. Yes. Christopher, lad… Kit. You’ve probably already guessed, or you wouldn’t be sitting there looking so stunned and morose. I’m your father. Your true father. Blood, bone, birth… and I’m flummoxed. I can finally speak up and say something.” Marc narrowed his eyes as he stared at me. I realized they were swimming with emotion. 
 
    “You…” I tried to focus my jumbled thoughts. Part of me had been prepared to light into the man that should have been a piece of me and who had just walked away. I’d been ready to give that man a piece of my mind. 
 
    But this man… he had been there. Oh, not as a father. And never in the ways of other fathers that I knew. But he had taught me, influenced me, guided me… 
 
    “Are you a shifter?” I asked. It was the first clear thought that punched through the millions of words that kept racing through my brain. 
 
    “Ah,” he said. He cleared his throat and rubbed the back of his neck with his hand. “That’s… not a simple thing.” He glanced at Cailleach, as if she could offer him guidance. 
 
    She shrugged. “I’m not your keeper anymore,” she said. “You can say and do just as you please. You don’t need to worry about me or the counsel, or the old bear, any longer. I’m just here for my own enjoyment and to provide cookies for my favorite men.” 
 
    I figured I’d understood about three percent of what she’d just said. Obviously, there was much more to my situation than I had ever suspected. As a child, I might have enjoyed with intrigue and romance of the situation. As an adult, I just wanted clear and concise honesty. 
 
    “I’m trying to understand,” I said slowly. “Obviously, there were factors in play that I never knew about. But…” I scrubbed my face with my hands and drew a deep breath. “You really are my father?” 
 
    Marc nodded. I studied his face, trying to find similarities between the two of us. But, the truth was, I didn’t spend that much time looking at myself. His hair was much lighter than mine, almost white, it was so blond, and his skin was several shades darker than mine, with a honey in the sunlight sort of tone that might be similar to mine in tone if not depth. His eyes were… strange. One moment they appeared to be leaf green, the next sky blue. 
 
    “You’re Fae,” I said, feeling goosebumps crawl up my neck and into my hair. 
 
    His eyes crinkled, which was strange because he truly didn’t look a day older than me. “You are clever. You always have been. Just like your mother.” 
 
    I flinched. Here I was, sitting with my biological father, and the thought hadn’t even crossed my mind that his story, that my story, had anything to do with my poor mother. 
 
    “She’s dead, you know,” I said hollowly. Even after all this time, I couldn’t bring myself to speak of her without this sickening weight in my chest. 
 
    Marc bowed his head. “Yes, I know. We couldn’t save her in the end. Lad, you need to know that we tried everything.” 
 
    “We?” I latched onto the one word that made any sort of sense to me. 
 
    Cailleach nodded. “Marc, your grandad, and I… and, goodness, so many others. We all tried to save your mothers, but sometimes we just can’t. Maybe it’s the Fates, maybe there’s no explanation. If I knew why it happened…” She shook her head. Her expression looked drawn and fragile, words I would never have associated with her. 
 
    “Your mother was sick long before I ever knew her,” Marc said. “Your grandad brought her here the first time when she was a tiny thing…” 
 
    Cailleach nodded. “Just a baby, really. She was a pretty baby, even though she was tiny and weak.” 
 
    “We think it was some mutation of the shifter sickness, or some illness with her genes,” Marc said, shaking his head. “She was born weak and sickly. Your grandad was beside himself, blaming himself for what was wrong with her. It’s what parents do, I suppose.” 
 
    I stared down at my knuckles, my hands clasped together hard on the table in front of me. I hadn’t known any of this. How could I have known? No one had ever been honest with me. 
 
    Not even my mother. 
 
    “She was in pain a lot, though she didn’t complain,” Cailleach continued. “It eased her, to come here. So, every chance she got, especially in the summer, her father would say he was shipping her off to see his family in Alaska and instead…” 
 
    “She would come here,” I finished. 
 
    Cailleach and Marc nodded. 
 
    “I came here the first time, to consult with Cailleach,” Marc said. “Your mother must have been, oh… twenty something? Alena was a mother then, and grieving over leaving her little one with her father for the summer. She was a widow. I remember thinking how strange that she mourned more for the baby than for the dead man.” 
 
    Cailleach made an uncomfortable face. “From what I hear, he was a beastly shifter. Smooth and cruel, like all those raven shifters. He could never have passed through the gate. Neither could the daughter, though we had hoped she would take after her mother instead of her father, since she was a bear.” 
 
    Terra. They were talking about Terra. 
 
    “I should never have been here in the first place,” Marc said. “And, regardless, I am not the kind to be distracted by a face, no matter how pretty. Or a mind, no matter how very clever.” 
 
    “Alena was both,” Cailleach said. 
 
    “It was her mind,” Marc said slowly. “So bright, so intriguing. She looked like a delicate flower, but her mind was fierce and bright, like touching a star with a bare finger. The three of us sat here, discussing the issue that had brought me here,” he glanced away from me, “and we agreed that we should have a child, a son, and I should gift him, if I could, with a Great Bear so he could be a Guardian.” 
 
    “And here you are,” Cailleach said cheerfully. “Would you like another cookie?” 
 
    I took one, just to have something to do with my hands. 
 
    Oddly, it was the mention of my bear that kept me from freaking out entirely. I had always known that my bear was an oddity, a fluke, a creature from a dead past thought to be as extinct as it’s natural counterpart. 
 
    “My bear,” I said, touching my chest. “You… gifted him to me?” 
 
    Cailleach and Marc exchanged a long look. 
 
    “This is best outside, I think,” Cailleach suggested. “Not that the house wouldn’t adjust, but Fae magic is always… confusing to the poor dear.” 
 
    Did she just refer to her house as if it were a person? I couldn’t even process what I was hearing about my own life without adding that thought into the mix. 
 
    I followed the pair of them out through the green door and into a large yard, where Cailleach usually let creatures graze but was conveniently empty just now. 
 
    I glanced at her innocent-looking face. I didn’t believe in coincidence, which meant that Cailleach, or Marc, or the pair of them, had planned for this. 
 
    Marc walked across the meadow. Cailleach caught my arm when I moved as if to follow him. 
 
    “Let’s give him some space, yes?” She suggested. 
 
    I shrugged. Sure. Why not? It wasn’t as if I had any clue what was going on. 
 
    Marc stood still for a moment, then threw back his head, his arms straightening out behind him as his back arched, thrusting his chest forward. 
 
    He sort of… rippled. 
 
    And out of him, out through him, stepped a Great Bear. 
 
    Marc didn’t change. He didn’t shift. He was still standing there. But there, in front of him, stood the Bear. The Bear turned his head and looked in my directions. His eyes, I thought, were full of dark sky and the distant flickering of stars. 
 
    Hair rose all over my body. 
 
    Was this the Great Bear? As in… Ursa Major? The thought didn’t make any sense, but some core conviction inside of me suggested that it was true, or, at least, a piece of the truth. 
 
    My bear was enormous, an oddity that time had erased. This bear was so huge he made mine look like a mere cub. He dwarfed the meadow where we stood. His coat was shaggy, like mine in bear form, but it was different, too, darker, shorter, softer. 
 
    Yet, a feeling of kinship filled me. My bear recognized something of itself in this Bear. 
 
    Marc reached up a hand. The bear lowered his nose briefly towards the tall Fae, then they both sort of flickered. The bear stepped towards Marc, and through him, and disappeared again. The tension left Marc’s body. Even from where we stood, I could see that his chest was heaving with great, deep, gulping breaths. 
 
    “This is what shifters once were,” Cailleach said. “This world changed them into what you are today. We do not know, but it may be possible that someday, you and your bear could fight side-by-side as the ancients once did, separate, yet one. Man, bear, or man and bear together. It was what the original Guardians intended.” 
 
    “Guardians,” I said. “You mentioned that before.” 
 
    Cailleach nodded towards Marc, who was making his way back across the meadow towards us. “You should speak to him about it. After all, he was a Guardian once.” 
 
    “Is, still, despite what some may believe,” Marc said, his voice light and cheerful. 
 
    “It’s the other Guardians you have to convince, not this old bat,” Cailleach retorted with a smile. She patted Marc’s face, even though she had to stretch on her toes to do so. The Fae was taller than me, even though I was a bit above average in that department myself. 
 
    Intellectually, I was a lot closer to processing all of this new information than emotionally. It hadn’t really engaged with that part of my brain yet, and I was fine with that. Because I wasn’t ready to deal with the emotional side of everything just yet. I felt like when I was researching and stumbled upon a whole treasure trove of information. I had just opened a door into my life and realized just how much I didn’t know. 
 
    It was unsettling, yes. But it was also intriguing. I could process that I had a real flesh-and-blood father, someone I’d actually known for my whole life, even if I hadn’t know exactly who he was. That was something I could almost handle. 
 
    The Fae thing… it was easy to accept that Marc was Fae. Realizing that meant I was half Fae? 
 
    That was going to take a long time to absorb. As far as I’d known, the Fae hadn’t been around, hanging out on Earth, for centuries, if not millennia, and now I was supposed to be one? 
 
    Nope, that one was going to have to sit in a mental queue until I could sort it out. 
 
    “Now,” Marc said, clapping his hands together. “Now that we have the easy part out of the way…” 
 
    The easy part? That didn’t bode well for what was to come. 
 
    Marc pinned me with his intense eyes. At the moment, they appeared a metallic gold. “We need to talk about the bee witch.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kinley 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I thought about Oracles and visions and all that stuff, if I thought about them at all, I always pictured a woman draped in sheets and gaudy jewelry, speaking with a fake accent in a dark room and making grand dramatic gestures with her be-ringed fingers. 
 
    The set up the wolves had arranged was as far from that cliché as possible. 
 
    I was set up in the middle of a greenhouse, of all places, with sunlight streaming down on me and various exotic plants surrounding me in organized abundance. Some I recognized by name, others were strangers that I hoped to one day get to know. 
 
    I sat in a comfortable chair, part of a cozy set that I would probably sit on every day if I lived here. It was the perfect spot to think, or doze, or meditate about not doing yoga… 
 
    It was surprisingly peaceful. 
 
    Even so, I wasn’t about to let my guard down. I’d been able to feed my two bee-companions some honey water while I was in the shower, but, much as it was probably driving them wild to be in a place like this and have to ignore the flowers, I was still uncomfortable about anyone here knowing that they existed. 
 
    It was just an instinct to keep them hidden. 
 
    At the same time, I was relieved to have them with me. Small and vulnerable as they were, knowing they were with me made me feel safer, calmer. 
 
    More in control of this crazy turn my life had taken. 
 
    Of course, that turn off my beaten path was totally the fault of a bee, so maybe I shouldn’t feel so reassured to have not one, but two bees literally buzzing around me right now. 
 
    The only part of this set-up that broke into my own mental stereotypes about Mediums and Oracles was the small pile of toys and clothes sitting on a coffee table in front of me. As it was sitting next to hot cocoa and a plate of cookies, I decided I would look past the weird feeling that pile gave me. 
 
    Honestly, it gave me the willies. 
 
    I felt like I was hunting for ghosts, not living children. The tang of loss was so tangible around that little pile of lovingly preserved artifacts. I felt like I was treading on sacred ground, somewhere I had no business being. There were folded onesies, and children’s shoes, toys like bunnies and bears and elephants, a basketball, even toys that bore the marks of young wolves’ teeth… each one spoke of a missing child who had parents desperately clinging to some hope of seeing them again. 
 
    I didn’t know how they could bear it. Was it better or worse to have that hope hanging over them? Was it ever better to hope? 
 
    That notion hit a little too close to home for me. Hope was an expensive commodity for someone with an expiration date like mine. I simply could not afford to have hope. 
 
    Yet, to all these families, that’s what I represented: hope. 
 
    Oh, either Fate or life itself was out to get me. It was cruel, cruel, cruel. 
 
    Ammon had walked me through how he thought my Oracle powers might work. Since he was not an Oracle, and I was still unconvinced that I was one either, his advice was more a case of the well-meaning ignorant leading the doubtful ignorant. 
 
    I hated this. 
 
    I wished Ella and Ammon would just admit that they’d made a mistake in abducting me. They had the wrong person. I wasn’t going to ever be able to be what they wanted me to be. 
 
    I drew in a deep breath. Hopeless or not, I was going to give it my best effort. I owed it to all those parents, and all those missing children, to give it a shot. 
 
    “So,” I said out loud. “I’m supposed to hitch a ride on a Spirit bee and it is, supposedly, going to carry me across the veil where I can pretty much get glimpses of everything and find out how to break this deal. So, any bees out there want to give me a ride to the other side?” 
 
    The two bees in my hair started fussing and buzzing. 
 
    “I guess it should be safe. I think I’m alone,” I said, as quietly as I could. “After all, I need a bee to help me out with this weirdness… I mean, with this process.” 
 
    The two bees untangled themselves from my hair and flew down to the coffee table. They immediately started walking on all of those little keepsakes and treasures. 
 
    “Stop that,” I hissed. “It’s rude… I think. That stuff is important to people!” 
 
    Bzzzt. The hefty bee pretty much gave me the bee equivalent of a raspberry. Rude. 
 
    The smaller bee turned to the hefty bee and made a high, impatient sound. She waggled her backside and buzzed again. 
 
    The larger bee waggled her bottom in answer, then started buzzing and weaving around in an agitated manner. 
 
    I gaped. “Are you two… arguing?” 
 
    That had definitely never been covered in my bee witch training. Of course, I’d never been told that it was possible for two spirit bees to come bother me at the same time, either. 
 
    I was learning so much on this journey. 
 
    Stuff that I would have been perfectly happy never to know. 
 
    The buzzing and dancing increased in both pitch and energy. If they’d been human, they’d be biting their thumbs at each other and drawing daggers out to take swipes. While cursing with flowery epithets. My idea of a brawl may have been a bit Shakespearean. 
 
    One thing was clear: they did not agree about something. 
 
    I was starting to worry that if I didn’t intervene, the two little fuzzy-butts were going to have a flat-out brawl. As cute and amusing as that sounded, I knew I had to do something to break it up. 
 
    “Do I have to put you two in a timeout?” I threatened. “If you can’t get along, I’m going to have to separate you.” 
 
    Bzzt, the big bee complained. 
 
    Bzzzzzzz, whined the little one. 
 
    I held up my hands. “You two don’t have to like each other, but you do have to try to get along if you’re going to hang out with me. No insecticide on my watch, OK?” 
 
    BzzZZT. They both turned disapprovingly in my direction. 
 
    I sighed. “OK, it was a bad joke. In very bad taste. But it was funny, right?” 
 
    They didn’t look impressed. 
 
    And I was reduced to being the madwoman who spoke to bees, yet again. 
 
    “Are either of you willing to help me out here, or do I need to find some other bee?” It was totally a meaningless threat. I had no intention whatsoever of inviting yet another bee into the mix. 
 
    I wasn’t that crazy yet. 
 
    The smaller bee hummed towards me, only to have the larger bee bump into her and nearly send her tumbling out of the air. I put out a hand to catch her, but she managed to straighten herself back out and regain her wings. She turned sharply and buzzed angrily at the larger bee. 
 
    The behavior was so strange that it triggered a memory that I hadn’t thought about in years. 
 
    It was from before my mother had started having trouble hiding her dementia, back when she’d had more rational hours than irrational. We’d been sitting in the backyard, enjoying the sunlight and pulling weeds while the bees hummed around us merrily. 
 
    “Mom,” I’d said, watching a particularly pollen-laden bee land on a flower with such impact it had set the whole bud to swaying. “What do you do if a bad bee comes and tries to make you do bad things?” 
 
    I remembered exactly where the question had come from. My aunt had just sat me down in the kitchen to explain about good people and bad people and how I needed to always be on my guard and probably not go off to play with just any man who said he had kids and puppies at his house. Because he would do bad things. No explanation, just “bad things” left to my overly active and book-fed imagination. 
 
    My aunt had not been an overly subtle woman. The talk had given me nightmares for months. I’d screamed bloody murder any time a man tried to talk to me. Never mind the glaring gaps in her speech or the fact that I was already growing up without a man in my life, so drawing a distinction between “good” and “evil” was going to be nearly impossible for me. All men were evil for a period there until my mother set me straight again and offended my aunt to the point they didn’t talk to each other at all for three months. 
 
    With my eyes newly opened to the fact that evil could be anywhere at anytime and do unexplained evil things, of course I worried that we could be misled and harmed by the very thing that was central to our existence: the bees. 
 
    My mother had sighed deeply and glanced back towards the house, where my aunt was no-doubt glaring at us through the window. She wouldn’t join us outside because she and my mother were still not talking to each other. My aunt was very good at making it obvious how much she was not talking. She had a way of making pointed expressions and opening her mouth, only to snap it shut again and toss her head in a dramatic fashion. 
 
    I tried that a couple times, admiring the drama, but I only managed to bite my tongue and make it bleed, so that was the end of me attempting that gesture. 
 
    My aunt was older than my mother, but my mother was the better bee witch, so I knew to ask her anything that had to do with the bees. Later, I learned that this was why my mother died several years before my aunt. 
 
    The better the bee witch, the sooner the madness came. 
 
    Mom smoothed my hair back from my face and kissed me on the cheek. She took my small, chubby hand in her graceful, smooth one. And then she spoke in the gentle, sweet voice of hers—the voice that was lost to the madness in the year before her death, a voice I missed so desperately that sometimes I believed I would hear it in my dreams, only to wake myself weeping when I realized it was lost again. 
 
    “Sometimes spirits have conflicting designs,” she said, “but if they come as bees, they are not evil. Bees are the one thing you can always trust. Bees cannot be evil. They cannot give us messages with evil intent. Bees cannot be manipulated by evil, but they can be destroyed by it. If a bee brings you a message, you can trust it. Maybe it won’t be pleasant, because some spirits aren’t kind and sweet and the messages the bees carry us aren’t always good or nice, but they won’t ever be evil. I can promise you that, lovely girl of mine.” 
 
    Today, I wondered if I believed her. What was it that happened to us if not evil? Why should our entire line of women suffer madness and early death? Why should we exist, only to have to frame our lives around serving the dead and the bees that communicated with them? We lived in a world full of choice and free will, without being allowed to experience the extent of either. 
 
    Mom would have said I was whining. My aunt would have said I was an idiot if I believed anyone’s will was completely ‘free’ and then lecture me about topics like accountability, slavery both historic and current and “remind” me that we had good, purposeful lives. 
 
    I missed them both so much. It had been three years since my aunt had finally died, raging about birds and bears and the darkness swallowing us whole if we didn’t light the lamp soon. I’d been on my own for three years. 
 
    Well, other than the bees. 
 
    Like I could ever forget them. 
 
    Perhaps it was my own loneliness that made my heart break so painfully for these parents with their missing little ones. I was never going to have a child of my own. I refused to pass my curse on to yet another generation, even if I could manage to touch someone without being inundated with visions. But I could imagine that their losses felt as all-consuming, un-healing and raw as mine. 
 
    At least they had some hope that their children were still alive. 
 
    I knew that my family was dead. 
 
    For the first time I considered what it would me to me, personally, if I really were this amazing Oracle that Ella and Ammon believed me to be. Would I be able to talk to my family again? Hear my mom’s soothing pre-madness voice? Would I be able to talk to them and ask them about all the things they somehow failed to explain to me? 
 
    I didn’t even need that. I just wanted to know that they were somehow OK. That they weren’t hurting, weren’t locked inside their brains anymore. I needed to know that, on the other side of death, there was more for me to look forward to than just blank emptiness and a mind that couldn’t tell reality from a rip in the universe. 
 
    “I want to do this,” I told the bees out loud. “I want to try. If I can help these families… that would make all of this feel a little less like a curse and more like… I don’t know… A calling.” 
 
    The smaller bee hummed at the larger bee. They circled around each other in the air, weaving back and forth in a pattern I couldn’t follow. 
 
    Finally, they landed together and synchronized on my hand. 
 
    “Really?” I smiled down at them. “You’ll help me try?” 
 
    Bzzzzzzzz. The sound was only slightly louder than a hum and reassuring. If they had been larger, I would have reached out to pat them on the heads. But I thought they’d be much happier with the smile. 
 
    With the bees sitting quietly in my palm, I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath. I knew that I was supposed to let the bees take me, that I’d somehow detach from myself and they could carry me across the veil. 
 
    If that didn’t sound shady, I didn’t know what did. 
 
    But, hey, it wasn’t like I was looking forward to much. The rest of my life was pretty set, with bees, more bees, and all that craziness until death do I part with myself stuff. If I had a fantastic life, maybe I would hesitate more, but… 
 
    Well, really, what was the worst that could happen? 
 
    I tried to open myself up to the bees, which was mostly me thinking about opening my chest up and pushing all my energy towards my hand, where the two bees stood. 
 
    They wriggled, tickling my palm, but I couldn’t tell if it was out of boredom or if they were reacting to my attempts at energy manipulation. I certainly felt no signs that my soul, or whatever, was loosening and detaching from me to attach itself to the bees. 
 
    Huh. 
 
    What did souls feel like or look like? As they weren’t exactly matter, I wasn’t sure how to grasp a hold onto mine. I was a bee witch, so maybe it would be easier if I concentrated on bee stuff, like humming and honey and flowers and sunlight… 
 
    Either I was just plain bad at all this Oracle stuff, or I was not an Oracle at all. 
 
    I opened my eyes to tell the bees that it was all hopeless and found myself on a whole new plane of existence. 
 
    The world roiled around me. Colors mixed and split apart at random, as if I had stepped into a boiling vat of dye that hadn’t been stirred yet. Heat and violent cold bombarded me in waves, prickling against me, then plunging through my chest with such violence that I tried to cry out and throw my arms up to protect myself. 
 
    Only, I could not find any self to protect. My body, if that was what it could be called, shifted and twisted in the same manner as the world around me. World? Void? Strangeness? I had no words for what I was experiencing. 
 
    Except one. 
 
    Panic. 
 
    If I could have screamed, I would have. If I could have run, I would have done that, too. 
 
    Bzzzzzz. 
 
    The sound was faint, but I threw myself into that familiar sound. I had heard it in the womb, in the cradle, as I took my first steps… it was familiar and comforting. 
 
    It anchored me. 
 
    Stillness froze the chaos closest to me, helping me distinguish my edges from the strangeness that surrounded me. My mind tried to cope with what I was experiencing, but every time I tried, my internal screaming only grew louder. 
 
    I focused on the bees. On the hum of their voices. Nothing else. I let that be my whole existence, all that there was left of me. I centered on that until I could experience nothing else. 
 
    The world calmed. Stilled. 
 
    Changed. 
 
    I stood in darkness, surrounded by flickers of light. Some were mere embers, small enough that my breath, which I could suddenly draw again, spun them in graceful tornados. Others burned brighter and larger, passing me by like an army of luminescent jelly fish. These burst into brilliance, only to snuff out into darkness again, a moment later. 
 
    When I was young, I used to swim down as far as I could down into the lake we visited when I was young and my mother still well enough to travel for pleasure, not just because the bees demanded it. I would hold my breath and float there, staring upwards and around through the muted medium of the water. 
 
    This place felt like that. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for my ability to breathe, I would have believed that I was underwater now. This space held the same heavy, deep silence as the lake. The air was thick. I moved my fingers, and that, too, felt as if I were adrift in the sea, not floating somewhere in the air. 
 
    Among a million stars of light. 
 
    There was a deepness to the silence. There was a comforting peace to that depth. It held me, not in a crushing manner, but there; firm and steady. 
 
    The bees flickered into my line of sight. They were lit up like the sparks of light surrounding me—their gold burning so brightly it made me want to cover my eyes. 
 
    This, my mind explained, was what spirit bees looked like when they were in their true forms. 
 
    I felt so inadequate, so simple and plain. 
 
    Then I looked down at myself and marveled. 
 
    I was made of light, too. Millions, perhaps billions, of sparks danced under my skin, through my essence. I was made of starlight and wonder, just as everything in this place. 
 
    But what was this place? Was this the spirit world? 
 
    No, the bees said in unison, their voices harmonizing. This is a space between all things. 
 
    I tried to process that for a moment. “How do I get to the veil, then? Where can I find out about how to save the children?” 
 
    Golden sparks flitted off of the starlit bees. You’re not there yet. It’s… their voices fizzed out. I got an impression of something between not ready and not safe. Sparks of green mixed with the sparks of gold, bursting like fireworks and nearly blinding me. 
 
    “Wait,” I called. 
 
    But I was falling. The floating sparks surrounding me blurred into lines as I fell away faster and faster. Glimpses of lives, mine or others’, flashed past like an old black and white movie stuttering by at top speed. Or as if I were in a car on the freeway and each memory were posted on billboards as I raced passed. I saw faces and heard voices flickering through my vision and garbled in my ears. Faster and faster, they spun past me. 
 
    Faster and faster I fell. 
 
    I tried to clutch my head, but it, too, was as warped as the visions that streamed past and through me. The light and sound and memories pierced through me, each one carrying away a piece of me and dissolving it into the abyss. 
 
    I wanted to scream for help, but I had no voice. 
 
    KINLEY. 
 
    The universe was speaking to me. The world around me rattled and shook. 
 
    KINLEY. 
 
    I grasped for the voice, trying to figure out which way was up and which way was down. If I could figure that out, maybe I could find the origin of that voice. 
 
    “Kinley.” 
 
    The touch was light on my arm. I reflexively jerked away from it, a protest on my lips. I didn’t like it when people touched me. I didn’t want to see those visions anymore. 
 
    “Kinley.” The touch grew firmer. But no visions came. Nothing came. Just a voice in my human ears and the warm touch of a hand on my bare arm. It jolted me back into a physical frame I could almost comprehend. 
 
    I jerked back and stared up into a face hovering over mine. 
 
    “Who are you?” I demanded. 
 
    “I’m Ammon,” the man said. “Are you OK? Was it OK for me to pull you out of that vision like that? I wasn’t sure, but the bees let me, so I figure…” His voice trailed off. “Kinley?” 
 
    I blinked at him. The edges of the room felt strange and sharp, like I might cut myself on them. Ammon’s face, in contrast, seemed to shift and warp as he spoke. I blinked rapidly, trying to make my eyes focus on his face. 
 
    “You need to go,” Ammon said. “It’s not safe here. I came to help you escape.” 
 
    “Wolves ate my grandmother,” I told him seriously. I blinked my eyes against the garish light and colors that swam before my eyes. “The bees danced at the ball. There were mirrors on their shoes. It was so bright. So dizzy. So dizzy.” 
 
    “Right.” His voice grew resolute. I felt myself being lifted into his arms. Two little sparks separated from behind him and landed on my chest. 
 
    “Oh, angels,” I murmured in appreciation. “All angels have wings and wear yellow. And black. And yellow. They sing, you know. The angels.” 
 
    “I’m sure.” Ammon grunted, and the room swayed around me. “Now I need you to be very quiet, OK? I need to get you out of here before the others get here.” 
 
    “I can be very quiet,” I assured him. “I’m dead, after all.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kit 
 
      
 
      
 
    I never got a chance to hear what my father had to say about Kinley. Just as he was about to speak, the loudest vibrating roar filled the air outside of the house. Only my recent experiences with Kinley warned me what was happening. Even then, the sound was like comparing the ocean to a stream. 
 
    “The bees are swarming,” Cailleach called, her voice nearly inaudible beneath the buzzing. Like me, she had her hands pressed behind her ears. “The Oracle is in danger. Kit, you must go and find her now!” 
 
    “Kinley?” If bees were involved, I figured it had to do with Kinley. Though calling her an Oracle was something new. I supposed that it wasn’t too much of a shock, considering I’d actually seen her spouting oracular prose. Maybe later, I’d feel surprised. At this point, I was pretty sure I’d lost the ability to feel surprise. “How do I find her?” 
 
    “Follow the bees,” Marc shouted. “And go quickly!” 
 
    I didn’t have a moment to process. I ran out the door and shifted into my bear within a few breaths. 
 
    Cailleach raced after me with my bag in her arms. A bag that should have been far too heavy for her to lift. I would wonder about that later, when I had the time. “Don’t forget this! You will need it!” 
 
    I paused long enough for her to toss it over my back. It settled into place as if by magic. The moment I registered that my pack was in place, I set off, following the dark, angry cloud of what had to be many millions of bees. 
 
    Marc was right that I could follow their trail. Even blind, I would have been able to follow them by the sound of their angry buzzing alone. They moved faster than I would have expected for such tiny insects. I cantered after them, scenting their rage and fear in the air. 
 
    They would die to protect her, I knew. Whatever threatened Kinley, the bees would do everything they could to protect her. 
 
    There were so many bees. All the west and north of me, they swarmed, each hive gathering together to make an awesome and terrifying cloud. The cloud rippled and shifted, glittering with the glitter or millions of wings. 
 
    I’d seen bees swarm before, when Terra killed Kinley’s spirit bee and then a few times as a child when a hive would swarm, looking for a new place to live. 
 
    But I’d never seen anything like this. These bees were moving with purpose and rage. They were on the warpath. 
 
    I almost felt sorry for the target of their wrath. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    But if these people were the ones who had killed Penny, kidnapped Kinley, and were now hurting Kinley… well, the bees were going to be the least of their problems. 
 
    Great Bears were pretty pacifistic as far as bears went, but they still were bears. All bears were territorial. My teeth and claws might be designed for digging grubs and roots and breaking apart dead trees, but they were effective weapons. 
 
    And nothing and nobody was going to be able to convince my bear that Kinley wasn’t his territory. His to protect. 
 
    I roared, telling the bees that I was with them and that I, too, would do whatever it took to protect the little bee witch they loved. 
 
    My breathed chuffed as I lumbered after the bees. Grass and trees flashed by me. The scent of crushed green things filled my nostrils. I barely registered having to dodge and weave around the larger trees. Smaller trees fell to my passage. I was completely focused on finding Kinley and protecting her. 
 
    I was in the midst of the swarm now. Not only was I moving faster, but the bees were tiring. Every tree I passed was coated with fuzzy bright bodies, catching a moment’s rest before they continued on in the path to save their mistress. Bees weren’t designed to move so far, so fast. 
 
    So many bees had fallen behind, forced to rest, but the air was still thick with them. I had to scrunch my nose and squint my eyes to make sure I didn’t inadvertently eat or inhale one. I could feel them start to land on my fur, clinging on with their tiny legs. I didn’t begrudge them the ride. As long as they kept my eyes, mouth and ears clear, they could use me as transportation. Their weight couldn’t bother me. My fur was long enough that any accidental stings wouldn’t bother me.. We all had the same goal in mind. 
 
    With every thump of my paws, Kinley’s name echoed in my head. Every breath. Every heartbeat. She was my entire focus. 
 
    My senses were so tuned into finding her that it was me, and not the bees, that scented that tiniest faint trace of honey in the sun fragrance as it turned away from our projected path and headed further north. 
 
    I changed my path and burst into my fastest pace. Faster than any racehorse alive, faster than any regular bear, I bolted with my full speed towards that faint, delicious scent that I knew was Kinley. 
 
    Other scents joined her scent. Wolf, gasoline, blood, and roses. 
 
    I chuffed and barreled on faster. 
 
    A jeep swerved off of a side road and started away from me, only to squeal to a stop. The driver’s door jolted open and a dark figure ran around to the passenger seat to drag the passenger out of the vehicle. I would have recognized that shape and scent among millions.. 
 
    Kinley. 
 
    I stopped, tearing up, ready to fight, but the bees buzzed at me, making me pause before I struck my first blow. 
 
    The man heaved Kinley into his arms and ran in my direction. Her head slid awkwardly as he ran, jolting with every step as if she were unconscious, though my ears could tell that she was whispering to herself. Her form was strangely limp, like a puppet with all its strings cut.. 
 
    The man threw Kinley up on my back and scrambled up after her. I grunted in protest, but he leaned forward towards my head. “We need to get out of here, man! Quickly now! The pack is after us.” 
 
    I growled, so he would know that I wasn’t impressed by his presumption, then turned back the way I’d come. 
 
    “North,” the man shouted. “I’ve a safe place there. It’s protected. The pack doesn’t know about it. I can cover our tracks, but you’ve got to move!” 
 
    I almost hesitated, but the bees seemed to be content to circle around me and this man. As far as they were concerned, Kinley was safe with him. 
 
    I was going to have to accept that endorsement. 
 
    Far in the distance, but not quite far enough to be comforting, I could hear wolves howling to each other. 
 
    The man on my back, holding Kinley, muttered something under his breath. The hair on the back of my neck rose as the almost electrical feel of power and the scent of ozone, blood and roses filled my nostrils. 
 
    Fresh blood, I realized. His blood. If it hadn’t been, I would have dumped him then and there. I sneezed as I ran. The scent of Blood Magic stung my sensitive nose. 
 
    I could almost feel all traces of us being erased as we moved. My scent, Kinley’s, our footprints, even the abandoned Jeep disappeared into a sort of mirage. I could sense them because I knew they were there, but they kept slipping away from my brain. 
 
    “I’m going to jump us,” the man announced. “So, don’t panic. I swear on the power of the moon that I mean you no harm. I just want to get Kinley to safety. Agreed?” 
 
    I scented no deception on him, despite the fact that I recognized the signature of his magic from his pack’s attack on my clan. 
 
    He was right. We shared one priority now. We could figure everything else out once Kinley was safe. 
 
    “We need to hurry,” he shouted. “She… there’s something wrong.” 
 
    I roared in agreement. I wished I could shout at him to just do it already. 
 
    “Three, two…” He counted. “ONE!” 
 
    The world shrank and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Only my elevated reflexes and some sixth sense kept me from landing on my nose when the world, a different piece of the world, reappeared in front of me. I half-stumbled a step, then lumbered to a walk, so I could look over my shoulder at Kinley’s apparent rescuer. 
 
    I didn’t like that. Neither half of me liked that. I would have liked to be her rescuer and protector. It somehow felt wrong that someone had beaten me to the punch. 
 
    “Not far,” the man said. “I would walk, but I don’t think Kinley can ride by herself just now. It’s about a mile further.” 
 
    I grunted at the idea of being delegated to some sort of furry taxi, but I followed his directions as we moved along. I realized, abruptly, that the bees were gone, all except for a couple that I could hear buzzing around Kinley’s head. 
 
    Spirit bees, I assumed. I wondered if it was typical for her to have more than one. She’d only had the one before Terra’s callous murder at our lodge. 
 
    “Turn right here,” the man said. 
 
    I couldn’t sense anything to the right. It was like there was nothing there. Literally nothing. I couldn’t smell or sense anything, and there was that nagging ‘look elsewhere’ feeling that I had to push through that I was starting to associate with this man’s power. 
 
    He was good. I would hand that to him. 
 
    I was nearly touching the cabin when my senses actually accepted that it existed. 
 
    “Oh, sorry about that. Let me introduce you.” My nose quivered at the scent of new, fresh blood. It dripped onto my coat and again onto Kinley’s skin. 
 
    I wrinkled my nose in disgust and fought the urge to sneeze. Whatever he’s done was effective, though. The cabin firmed in front of me and the regular scents of the woods around us filled my nostrils. 
 
    Something deep within me relaxed as I reconnected with the earth. 
 
    “Welcome to my secret cabin,” he said, sliding down from my back and holding out his arms, all benevolent landlord. “I can’t predict how long we will be safe here, but it should be long enough, at least, to regroup somewhat.” 
 
    He gently pulled Kinley down from my back. 
 
    Her head rolled. “Mom won’t let me have a teddy bear,” she protested. “They’ll eat me. Why are there roses on the floor? Roses and so much blood… blood… blood.” 
 
    I shifted back into my human form and dug into my pack for a change of clothes. “What’s wrong with her?” I demanded as I pulled on my pants. 
 
    The man winced up at me. “She was trying to reach the spirit world and I think she got a little scrambled in there. You know that bee witches…” 
 
    “Go mad?” I nodded. “Yes. Unfortunately. This is my first time seeing it for myself.” If I didn’t count that vision I’d seen when I touched Kinley. 
 
    “Hopefully, this will be temporary,” he said. “But I honestly don’t know. Do you?” He pushed open the door and carried Kinley inside, gesturing with his head for me to follow. 
 
    I grabbed my pack and entered the cabin after him. 
 
    “No,” I told him. “I have no idea.” 
 
    Kinley’s rescuer was short for a man. Somewhere around five foot seven was my guess. He wasn’t particularly long, lean and feral in appearance like most wolves I’d met. Instead, he was more polished and refined, with slightly wavy dark hair and shrewd hazel eyes. His appearances took me by surprise, as did the interior of his cabin. This, I realized, was the escape of a man who liked to study and have privacy doing it. All the walls were lined with bookshelves, and there were multiple desks scattered around the room, covered in what looked like scientific equipment. 
 
    Not surprising, really, considering his skill at a magic wolves weren’t supposed to have. Shifters as a rule were magic, they didn’t have magic. 
 
    He settled Kinley onto a large sofa and went to a cabinet to pull out a blanket. “Do you mind starting a fire? Her skin is icy, and the temperature drops pretty low up here at night.” 
 
    Up here? I used my bear’s internal earth sense and figured we were somewhere in either eastern Alaska or the upper Northwest Territories. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. There was a full wood box next to the fireplace, complete with old newspapers, so I set to building up a good fire. “I’ve got some honey in my pack, if you think that would help.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows and twisted his lips. “That sounds like a reasonable place to start.” 
 
    I snorted. “Don’t sound so surprised. I haven’t known Kinley long, but bees and honey seem to be the constant around her.” 
 
    He tilted his head in concession and crossed to my pack to dig inside for the honey jug I was carrying. He heaved it out, pausing to glance over the books and papers I’d been carrying. 
 
    “Interesting research,” he noted. 
 
    I grunted and shrugged. 
 
    “I’m Ammon, by the way,” he said, by way of introduction. “You’ve probably figured out that it was my pack that kidnapped Kinley.” 
 
    “And murdered Penny,” I snarled, despite my desire to keep things sensible and calm between us. 
 
    Ammon grimaced. “My sister is fond of tying up loose ends. It was not my call… and not a decision I was privy to. I am sorry for that.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, staring into the baby flames in front of me. “Me, too.” 
 
    Ammon started banging through the cabinets in the kitchen. He turned on the stove and set a pot full of water on it to heat up. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I asked curiously. “You obviously helped your pack to capture Kinley. Why go through all this trouble to run away with her?” 
 
    Ammon sighed deeply and ran both of his hands through his dark hair. “I love my pack. And my sister is a good leader, but… Have you ever noticed that when things get desperate, people will do things they never would have even considered before?” 
 
    I thought of my sister and her behavior since Penny’s death. “Absolutely.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t tell you pack secrets,” Ammon said seriously, his eyes regarding me with a calm sort of speculation. “But my pack pretty much doesn’t exist anymore. Long story short: my sister is working with the bee-eaters.” He studied my face for a reaction. 
 
    All he got was confusion. “Sorry? Should I know what that means?” 
 
    He glanced at Kinley. “As the Guardian of a bee witch who is also the Oracle, yeah. You really should know what I’m talking about. Otherwise, you’re going to get the pair of you killed and wreck the connective universes at the same time.” 
 
    His tone told me he was serious. I swallowed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Honestly.” 
 
    Ammon poured the hot water from the stove into three mugs, along with some sharp-smelling herbs and a good dollop of honey. “I thought you were the alpha of your pack?” 
 
    “I am.” I took the mug he offered and held it in my hands. The scent of wild honey filled my nostrils. 
 
    “Your pack is knee deep in the bee-eaters,” he said, seriously. He set the other two mugs of tea onto the heavy coffee table near the fire and sat on the edge of the couch next to Kinley. She was thrashing slightly and muttering under her breath. Her eyes looked strange and feverish. 
 
    With a gentle confidence, Ammon lifted Kinley up and brought the mug of honey tea to her lips. Her nostrils flared at the sweet scent. Her hands went from clutching air to clenching around the mug in front of her. She gulped down the hot liquid with all the desperation of a drowning man clinging to a rope in the deluge. 
 
    As she drank, her stiff posture eased. She relaxed back into her cocoon of blankets. Ammon handed her the second mug of honey tea. He glanced at me and I nodded. She already looked more like herself. 
 
    “Honey was a good call,” he said. “You have good instincts.” 
 
    “What’s all this about Oracles and bee-eaters?” I wanted to demand the answer, but managed to temper my voice. I figured this Ammon was his pack’s equivalent to me—he warranted the respect all Alpha’s deserved. 
 
    “Have you ever heard the term ‘one-earthers’?” Ammon asked. 
 
    “Only in passing. I never was interested enough to research in that direction,” I said. 
 
    Ammon nodded. “It’s easy to dismiss things that sound like conspiracy theories. That’s how conspiracies thrive: no one believes in them. The bee-eaters, though, and the one-earthers, are one and the same. They are an organization that seeks to destroy this world in a catastrophic event to force all the overlapping universes to become one. All pieces of the layered worlds becoming on earth, blending together to a new existence. They have existed since the beginning of time.” 
 
    “What does this have to do with bees?” I asked. 
 
    Ammon absently tucked a strand of Kinley’s hair behind her ear. His eyes were on her, not me. I wanted to curl my hands into fists at the possessive way he looked at her. 
 
    “It’s all about the bees,” he said. “Bee-eaters destroy bees and steal their power—their connection to the spirit world. If bees are destroyed, the gateways to the spirit world will be locked and the worlds will either wither and die or else the boundaries will rupture. Bee-eaters believe this will create…” 
 
    “One combined earth,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Bees are essential for the survival of not just our physical world, but also all the worlds. They are the only beings that can travel at will through all the veils and into the spirit world. Without them… we cannot survive.” Ammon pressed the mug to Kinley’s lips again. He glanced in my direction. “Imagine my surprise to find a bear as a good guy.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “Most bear shifters are bee-eaters, traditionally,” he said. “Yet, I can see clearly that you are Kinley’s Guardian. It’s a twist of fate, isn’t it?” 
 
    I wanted to demand to know what he meant, but Kinley blinked her eyes again, and this time, when they opened, there was clarity in her expression. She stared at Ammon, then turned her head to stare at me. “What happened?” She whispered. 
 
    “You tried to reach the spirit world,” Ammon said gently. “And I think you got lost on the way back.” 
 
    My bear-self grumbled. He didn’t like being confused any more than I did. And, despite my sense that Ammon was speaking the truth, I couldn’t seem to make any sense of it. 
 
    The two little bees I had noticed bumbled around Kinley’s head and landed on her hand, still curled around the warm mug of honey tea she was holding. 
 
    “I’m OK,” she told them. “It’s OK. It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    Ammon stood up and stepped away from the couch, his eyes still on Kinley. “I have to go,” he said. “I need to mislead my pack and convince them that I had nothing to do with your disappearance. Wish me luck. You can stay here for an hour or so, but after that, it’s probably wiser to leave.” 
 
    He headed back towards the door. 
 
    “Ammon,” I said. 
 
    He paused and raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “You’re not bad, either. You know, for someone who plays with blood magic.” 
 
    His lips twisted in a sardonic sort of almost-smile. He nodded to me, lifted a hand in Kinley’s direction, and left. 
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    “How are you feeling?” Kit asked. 
 
    I blinked up at him. “I’m not quite sure where I am,” I said honestly. “I have the vaguest memory of how we got here. It’s like something out of a fever dream. Did we really ride here on a giant bear?” 
 
    Kit’s lips twitched. “Yes. That would be me.” He gave me a sort of half-bow. 
 
    I frowned down at the mug in my hands. My mouth tasted sweet, like honey and mint. It cut through the haze filling and surrounding my head. I could vaguely remember a huge, furry form, and a musky, forest-like scent, but none of the details. “I wish I could have seen you when I was more… present.” 
 
    Kit snorted softly. “I’m sure you will get the chance.” He strode over to the fireplace and stood in front of the fire, his back to me. He turned to look at me, resting his shoulders against the mantle. His pose was relaxed, but his hazel eyes were alert and alive. “I wish I knew what was going on,” he said. I thought there was a touch of frustration, maybe even anger, in his voice. 
 
    “That makes two of us.” I wrinkled my nose at my mug and set it down on the coffee table in front of me. I was swathed, almost smothered, in blankets. I had to kick them off to be able to move. 
 
    Kit raised an eyebrow at me. “What’s wrong with the tea?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Everyone always gives me honey. I know I’m a bee witch, but I don’t actually love drinking honey all the time.” 
 
    “Well, I think it saved you this time,” he said, a little gruffly. “You were in a bad way until you drank that honey. Now you’re you again.” 
 
    I flinched. I’d hoped that it hadn’t been that bad. My own memories were faint and strange, like a fever dream from years in the past. 
 
    I had a good feeling that I knew what Kit had experienced, though. It was frighteningly similar to what I’d gone through with my mom and aunt. I knew how frightening that could be. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    Kit stared at me. “You’re sorry?” His eyebrows rose. “You don’t have to apologize for that. It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    I shrugged helplessly. “But… I know what it’s like to see someone like that and it’s…” 
 
    “Not your fault,” he said firmly. “When you do something that you have control over, then you can apologize. Don’t ever apologize for who you are or things you have no control over.” 
 
    I shrugged helplessly, not knowing what to say to something like that. 
 
    “It was kind of my fault,” I told him. “I was trying to reach the spirit world—they said I should be able to do that since I’m the Oracle—but something went wrong and I got all twisted up.” 
 
    Kit shook his head. “I wish I could say that I understand what you’re talking about, but I don’t. It seems that I am very far out of the loop. Meanwhile, if we listen to your Blood Mage friend, we’re running low on time. Do you need to freshen up or anything before we leave?” 
 
    Now that he mentioned it, I was in desperate need of the restroom. I felt my face flush as I nodded. 
 
    “We can talk on that road,” Kit said. “Now that Mr. Fancy Magic is gone, we have a long walk ahead of us.” 
 
    I nodded and headed in the direction of what I hoped was a bathroom. 
 
    “Kinley.” 
 
    I turned to face Kit. 
 
    “Why could Ammon touch you? You know, without you having visions?” Kit’s face looked curious, but also like the thought hurt him somehow. 
 
    “Oh.” I blinked, having forgotten that part of the journey. There was so much there to process, and no way of sorting the real from the hallucinations. “I don’t know. That’s never happened before.” 
 
    He nodded and turned back to staring into the fire. 
 
    I cleaned up as much as I could in the bathroom, splashing water on my face and scrubbing my arms. The water wasn’t hot, but it was running water, so I was prepared to count my blessings. 
 
    The two bees buzzed around me. They seemed a little stressed. I couldn’t tell if it was because I’d failed so spectacularly at what was supposed to be my great calling in life, or if my reaction afterward had frightened them. 
 
    “I’ll try again,” I promised them, even though the very idea of going through that again made my heart flutter frantically. I’d never been the kind to shirk my duty, though, and that had never been exactly pleasant. I wasn’t about to start now. “I’m not going to give up on those kids… all those poor families.” 
 
    My words seemed to settle one of the bees somewhat, though the other still bumbled around me, thumping awkwardly into my nose at one point. 
 
    I glanced at myself in the mirror. I looked ragged and pale. I wished I could change my clothes are something. Who even knew where my pack was at this point? 
 
    I walked out of the bathroom to find Kit holding that exact thing out to me. I tried not to snatch it out of his hands too quickly. I was pretty sure I had a jacket in there. Now that I wasn’t directly in front of the fire, the cabin was on the chilly side. 
 
    “I thought you might want that,” Kit said awkwardly. “Sorry I couldn’t bring more… like your car.” 
 
    I wrinkled my nose. “You’re a big bear, but even you would struggle to carry something like that, I think.” 
 
    He snorted. 
 
    I rubbed the toe of my shoe against the wooden floor. “Thanks… for coming after me,” I said awkwardly. “You hardly know me at all, so… yeah. Thanks.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Sure.” He paused for a second, looking down at me. “We’re going to be able to move a lot faster if you can ride on my back. Is there going to be a problem there with you touching me?” 
 
    I bit my bottom lip. “I have no idea,” I admitted. “It’s still you, even if it’s you as a bear. I’m not sure that would make a difference.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope it does,” Kit said. “Because my bear is starting to get restless. I think we’re about to have visitors.” 
 
    I drew a deep breath as I pulled my pack onto my back and settled it into place. “OK. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    The bees practically dove into my hair and settled there. Kit held the door open for me. I didn’t think it was a sign that he was trying to urge me to hurry, more that politeness was deeply engrained in him. The same guy that had traveled who knew how far to rescue me from my kidnappers was the exact same sort of person who would hold open doors and never consider that it was going the extra mile. 
 
    If the air in the cabin had been on the chilly side, outside it was just plain cold. I was glad for my jacket. Kit, on the other hand, didn’t seem to notice the chill at all. He stood on the porch in his shirtsleeves, and turning his head this way and that, as if he were listening to something, or several somethings. 
 
    He stepped off the edge of the porch, and the world sort of warped around him, and in his place there stood a bear. 
 
    It was such a quick shift that I didn’t even have time to process what had happened. I was pretty sure that this kind of shift wasn’t typical, though maybe all of my information about shifters was wrong. It didn’t seem like anything I’d learned resembled the reality I’d met recently. 
 
    Kit’s bear was… massive. Impossible for my mind to encompass. He had a cinnamon-gold colored coat, but long, much longer than any bear I’d ever seen before. His face was round, with a rounder muzzle than I’d seen, and his eyes were the same shade of hazel as they were in his human form. 
 
    But his size… he was enormous. I’d come within feet of a grizzly before, not on purpose, and I’d thought that bear was enormous. 
 
    But that grizzly looked like a baby’s teddy bear compared to Kit’s bear form. He turned his head towards me, his eyes bright with intelligence, even in this form. 
 
    I unfroze my legs and grabbed onto the straps of his pack, somehow stretched to fit into his back even now. I used the straps to help me climb up onto Kit’s enormous back. 
 
    I swayed a little as I settled into place, right in front of where his pack rested. I felt like I was sitting on the back of an elephant. I was scared that I’d fall off the moment he started to move, but once he started forward, I was shocked at how smooth his strides were. He launched from a walk to a gallop-like pace. I leaned forward and gripped his long fur in both my hands. The wind stung my eyes, but I just leaned forward until my face was almost resting against Kit’s shoulder. 
 
    Through the roar of the wind, I could faintly hear people shouting at us. Kit’s only response was to move faster. I could hear the air pumping in and out of his lungs. 
 
    The roar of the wind in my ears, the huff of Kit’s breath beneath me, the steady thump of paws falling in a steady rhythm, created a sort of melody. I raised my face enough to feel the icy wind blast against my face. My nostrils filled with the scent of the forest, pine and deep, dark soil—death and decay and life tangled together in its eternal cycle. 
 
    My lungs filled with the heady, clean air. I knew that we were fleeing from people who wanted what I could offer them or sought to destroy me. Whatever the threat, it was all swept away as Kit’s graceful speed carried us further and further away from them. Maybe I should have been afraid, but instead all that I felt was a growing elation. 
 
    A laugh bubbled up inside of me, from deep within my core. It poured from my lips. I couldn’t remember the last time I had made a sound like that. For the moment, that didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. I was flying across the horizon on the broad back of a bear strong enough to carry all my baggage. I hadn’t asked him to help me, to step into my life. We’d only spent hours total in each other’s company, but now I couldn’t imagine being without him. 
 
    Bees didn’t scheme, but spirits could. Bees didn’t tolerate the touch of evil, so any schemes the spirits devised had to be pure in nature… 
 
    Had Kit’s grandfather planned this? No, not the kidnapping or me being chased by bee-eaters, but had he thrown me and Kit together? 
 
    What had he known that I didn’t? Because, right now, I felt like this was where I’d always been meant to be. 
 
    Flying across the half-frozen landscape on the back of a bear unlike any the world had seen in thousands of years. 
 
    It felt like Kit was a piece of me that had always been intended to be with me. Not that I’d been missing any part of me. Rather, that I had grown, or was growing, into something greater than I had been before and we were symbiotically tied to one another. 
 
    Like… I could breathe air without him, but the air was cleaner with him. 
 
    It wasn’t love. I didn’t know him well enough for that, and that door was closed and locked to me. Love was not something someone like me could indulge in. 
 
    It wasn’t that. That wasn’t the right word for what I was feeling. 
 
    It was like he was a lodestone or a compass, and I could finally feel which way was north. Or that I’d been barefoot and chafing in my abilities and he was a nice, soft pair of socks. 
 
    Or maybe like I was wearing glasses after denying for years that I needed them. 
 
    Why had he followed me? He hadn’t had to do it. Was it because he felt this sort of rightness that I was experiencing? 
 
    And touching him now, in his bear form, hadn’t triggered my abilities. As they hadn’t triggered with Ammon. Maybe something had changed for me. 
 
    I tried to flap my hands and send that dastardly creature, hope, flying away from me. I was deathly allergic to hope. I couldn’t afford a single touch. 
 
    I needed to slow down before my whole life crashed and came flying apart. 
 
    I don’t know how long we ran. We ran through meadows and past trees; the sunlight flickering through the branches and the trunks of the trees as we flashed by. We dashed through sunlight and among cool shadows. 
 
    I clung on tight, but I wasn’t afraid that I would fall. How could I, when I belonged where I was? 
 
    I breathed in the scents of nature and musky bear and life. 
 
    And we just kept running. 
 
    The sun fell. The stars rose. 
 
    And still we ran. 
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    The fire crackled intimately. We’d put it together in record time. It was almost as if the dry, dead fall wood had offered itself up to us to burn. It was odd, but I was not about to question a generous bounty like that. 
 
    I should have been exhausted. I should have been ready to drop to the ground and sleep for hours, but instead I felt energized, keyed-up. I felt as if I’d consumed far more caffeine than was good for me. Energy buzzed under my skin, lighting up my veins in an almost electrical fashion. No matter how charged up I was, I just hoped I could keep it going long enough to prepare for the inevitable crash. I knew from experience that exhaustion had a way of asserting itself full force at the worst moment possible, especially when it was held off for too long. If exhaustion were a person, it would be in the revenge business. 
 
    Kinley and I shared cookies and jerky and tea from the supplies in my pack. The cookies were Cailleach’s. I recognized them from her special recipes I’d never tasted anywhere else. She must have snuck them into my pack before running it out to me at her house, when I had left in such a hurry. Somehow, that sort of preparation on her part didn’t surprise me. 
 
    Kinley had been quiet since we stopped, but it wasn’t one of those heavy, awkward silences that felt so stifling at times. It wasn’t a loaded silence, full of things unspoken. It was just silence. 
 
    In the firelight, she looked young and, for the first time since I’d met her, as if she wasn’t carrying the weight of all three Fates on her back at the same time. 
 
    She’d mixed some stream water and honey for her bee-friends and they gulped down more than I would have thought possible for two creatures so small to drink. 
 
    Now they were resting. Each bee settled on a different earlobe, like a pair of fuzzy earrings. 
 
    I wondered if they were speaking to her. I still wasn’t quite sure how that sort of thing worked. Was it a dialogue? Or did she somehow just know what she needed to know from them? 
 
    “Your bear doesn’t trigger my abilities,” Kinley said abruptly. She hugged her arms around her knees as she sat on the ground, staring into the fire. 
 
    “Yes, I’d noticed that.” I’d wondered if she was going to say anything about that. 
 
    “I’d wondered…” She cleared her throat and frowned slightly. “Well, with Ammon and now your bear… Maybe something has changed with me.” 
 
    I felt my eyebrows rise. “You think maybe you can touch people now?” 
 
    She shrugged, a little awkwardly. “I don’t know. And I’m not sure if I want to know. Or try to find out.” 
 
    I could understand that. Being able to touch people would change her life. I couldn’t even imagine how isolated she had been for her entire life. No shifter would have survived such a situation. We lived for touch and community. 
 
    And if she found out that nothing had changed, what did that mean? Why could Ammon touch her? 
 
    And my bear? Was that some sort of animal thing? 
 
    Not like there was any way to test that particular theory. 
 
    I ran a hand through my hair. “Maybe it’s just because I’m a bear. It doesn’t happen with animals, right?” 
 
    She scrunched up her face. “Well, not exactly. It’s… different. Like how I communicate with my bees, but… not.” She shrugged helplessly. “And I’ve met shifters before, you know. And it never mattered what form they were in. I always had the same reaction if they touched me.” 
 
    Right. Because she never touched anyone on purpose. 
 
    “So, it’s an anomaly.” I threw another stick on the fire and frowned as sparks flew around my face. “Actually, that would be two anomalies.” 
 
    She nodded. “Which is why I wondered…” 
 
    I held a hand out towards her. “Well, there’s one way to test it.” 
 
    She winced, but didn’t immediately flinch away from me. I couldn’t blame her for hesitating. I wasn’t exactly looking forward to experiencing that little life-show again. 
 
    But the scientist in me was dying to test out our hypothesis. Truth was always desirable, even if it meant discomfort. Discomfort was temporary. Truth was eternal and absolute. 
 
    Kinley regarded my fingers as someone might a snake that suddenly appeared in front of them. 
 
    Slowly, she stretched out her own hand. I could see her uncertainty on her face. Her hand shook, and she stretched it towards me. I wanted to reassure her that everything would be ok, but I refused to lie. I was of the opinion that a person had to know what they were facing to be able to fight it. Platitudes and lies wouldn’t help anyone. I could think of no situation in which denial was actually beneficial. Or even slightly healthy. 
 
    Kinley’s fingers brushed against mine. 
 
    I was propelled immediately into a strange, shimmering space. 
 
    Kinley was there, too. She stared at it, and me in wonder. 
 
    “What is this place?” I asked. 
 
    “Our minds’ interpretation of the reality of the veil, or something like that,” Kinley said. “I’ve only seen it the once… and what are you doing here? You’re not an Oracle…” Her expression turned uncertain. “Are you?” 
 
    “No,” I said firmly. “I’ve never seen anything like this.” I wandered closer to the bright, flickering beams of light that danced before us. 
 
    “Wait.” Kinley’s hand tightened on mine and we jolted from the vision of the veil, or whatever it had been, into a familiar small room with a screaming and sobbing woman huddled against a wall in terror. She was cocooned in blankets in a comfortable-looking bed, but her expression was one of absolute horror. 
 
    “Mom,” Kinley whispered. She pulled away from me and moved towards the woman. She reached out her hand, but the world stretched and fuzzed out around her arm. Apparently, we could watch, but not interact with what we saw. 
 
    The image flickered around us and I came face to face with my own mother, frail and lovely, sitting on the stairs to our cabin, watching the sun set. I knew what she would say to the young boy and girl beside her before she opened her mouth. 
 
    “I want to go at sunset,” she said, “So when I die, the first things I see without pain are the stars.” 
 
    I watched, frozen, as the two children huddled around her, so afraid and full of uncertainty. I wished I could tell them what I knew. That she had left as she wanted, as the sun sank behind the mountains. That she had looked so happy and peaceful in death. Finally pain-free as she had wished. 
 
    But those kids would know soon enough. For now, they still had their mother. 
 
    My mother. 
 
    Kinley touched my hand, and the world spun around us again with a jolt and hiss like static. The strange, electrical sensation and sound overwhelmed my senses. I tried to clap my hands over my ears. 
 
    And found myself beside our familiar fire, ripping my hand away from Kinley’s outstretched fingers. 
 
    “Well, that was different,” Kinley said shakily. 
 
    “I think you’re right, something is changing,” I said. “But why now? What’s the catalyst? And to what purpose?” 
 
    “That’s what I want to know,” Kinley said. “If everything is suddenly changing, it has to mean something, right?” 
 
    “I’m going to take you to Cailleach,” I announced. “She’s a… friend. I think she can help us figure out what is happening and why everyone seems to be after you right now. I have a hunch she’ll know… her and my dad.” 
 
    “If you think they can help,” Kinley said bravely, “let’s do it. I trust you.” 
 
    From anyone that would have been a nice sentiment, but from Kinley it felt like a much greater gesture. I had the impression that Kinley hadn’t known many people she could rely on in her life. It made me all the more determined not to steer her wrong. 
 
    Maybe it was strange that I felt so protective of her when we were the next thing to perfect strangers, but both sides of my soul knew in that deep, fundamental way that I needed to be here and watch over her. 
 
    “Cailleach is a Wise Woman, as in legends and fairytales,” I explained. “And apparently, my father is Fae. I just discovered it myself, actually. Between then, I’m pretty sure they know… well, pretty much everything. It doesn’t mean what they tell us will make sense, though.” I hadn’t even considered for a moment that Cailleach’s protections might keep Kinley out. I figured I’d address that issue if it became one. Deep down, I was sure that this woman would pass whatever test it was that accepted people onto Cailleach’s land. Call it another hunch. I was following a lot of those these days. 
 
    “Maybe they’ll be able to tell me how to cross the veil like I’m supposed to,” Kinley said. 
 
    “That’s what you were doing before…” I hesitated, not sure what to say or how to say it tactfully. 
 
    “Before I lost my mind?” Kinley smiled faintly. “You don’t have to sugarcoat it. I know what I am and where I’m going. I accepted the inevitable years ago. You’re not going to hurt my feelings by speaking plainly.” 
 
    “If that was the trigger, then maybe you shouldn’t try that anymore.” How was that for blunt? I couldn’t imagine repeating anything that might hurt me the way it had clearly damaged her. Especially if it might become permanent faster. 
 
    “I have to,” Kinley said in a low voice. She held up a hand before I could say anything. “The Fae have been stealing children because of a bad bargain that was made. The wolves that took me believe that I’m the key to getting them back. Can’t you see why I have to try?” She stared up at me with fervent eyes. “I’ve spent so long passing messages and not doing anything that feels important. If I can do this…” she curled her hands into fists in her lap. “If I can make this difference, well, that would be worth it all. It would give me real purpose, something that matters.” 
 
    “You matter,” I said, before I was even conscious of what I was going to say. 
 
    “I need to do this,” Kinley said firmly. “My first try wasn’t great, but it was just the beginning. I’m going to figure this out.” 
 
    She didn’t ask me to help her. She could have, but she didn’t. I wondered if it was because she wasn’t used to asking for help and so it hadn’t even crossed her mind, or if it was because she didn’t need me. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can help,” I said, because it needed to be said. “But if you need help, I’ll do whatever I can.” 
 
    She smiled at me, her eyes sparkling in the firelight. “I know you will.” 
 
    I tossed another branch onto the fire. “You should get some sleep.” 
 
    “What about you?” She raised her eyebrows pointedly. “I’m not the one who was running all day. I spent a chunk of today asleep.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Unconscious isn’t the same as asleep,” I pointed out. “Don’t worry. I’m planning on getting sleep, too. I’ll sleep in my bear form. Believe me, even asleep, no one would be able to creep up on me in that form.” 
 
    “Oh.” She looked relieved. 
 
    “It’s going to be a cold night,” I said, breathing in the sharpness of the night air around us. “You can sleep next to me. My bear will keep you warm.” 
 
    I didn’t give her a chance to respond. I shifted to my bear and flipped down next to the fire. The wood smoke tickled my nostrils. I wrinkled my nose to keep from sneezing. 
 
    Kinley hesitated, her face a pale oval in the darkness. I chuffed softly in her direction, encouraging her not to be too shy to take advantage of my offer. I hadn’t been exaggerating. It was going to be a cold night. 
 
    After a long moment, she came towards me, her blanket draped around her shoulders. I leaned my head on my front paws, waiting for her next move. 
 
    “Some teddy bear,” she mumbled as she lowered herself next to me and tentatively leaned against my furry side. I could tell the moment she realized just how warm I was and relaxed into me, snuggling into my fur like a toddler. 
 
    “Thanks,” she mumbled sleepily. 
 
    Despite my every intention to sleep myself, I watched her for hours. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, we broke up our fire and carefully extinguished it, disguising as many signs of our stay as possible. We set off again, with Kinley riding on my back. There were no definitive signs that we were being followed, but I kept feeling that odd, prickly awareness of being watched. In my bear form, I had no way to communicate this to Kinley, but from the way she kept twisting on my back and craning her neck, I could tell she was feeling something of the same thing. Her survival instincts were keen and on full alert. 
 
    Shifters didn’t usually have magic, not the sort that would be able to disguise their scents or presence. The only exception to that rule that I was aware of was that wolf, Ammon. I couldn’t be sure what side he was on. Sure, he had helped us once, but that didn’t mean he was willing to go up against his pack entirely. I was grateful for what he had done for Kinley, but I couldn’t forget that he was a big part of her being kidnapped in the first place. 
 
    Kinley legs tightened from where they dangled. She leaned forward, her voice low and tight. “I think we need to move a little faster. This place doesn’t feel right.” 
 
    I huffed once in warning and felt her hands pull tightly against my fur before I leapt forward into my fastest pace. 
 
    Bears are fast. And my height and shifter blood made me faster yet. A Kodiak bear could run up to forty miles per hour, but only for short distances. I was more on par with a racehorse, over fifty-five miles per hour, but for much longer distances. Terra and I had spent an entire summer testing our top speeds. It had been a great summer. 
 
    I had just reached my top speed, my muscles complaining a bit about running again after I’d run so far the day before, when my ears picked up the yipping cries behind us. It didn’t take much analysis on my part to recognize the sounds as the same pack that had attacked my land and stolen Kinley. I was pretty sure I could keep ahead of wolves, even with my muscle fatigue. 
 
    Then the tips and howls were joined by other sounds: the high shriek of a hawk, the high-pitched yips of coyotes and foxes, even the roar of a bear. 
 
    I knew some of those voices. 
 
    My own pack was coming after me. 
 
    Terra might be a third of my size, but she was fast. I knew I had to put everything I had into running with my sister on my tail. 
 
    I would have to deal with the betrayal later. 
 
    A falcon dove at us, blurring in its rush of speed. It cracked Kinley hard with its talons. I couldn’t see where she was hit, but her grip on me slipped and her body began to sway awkwardly against the rhythm of my running. 
 
    I didn’t dare slow down. I had to hope that somehow she was wedged enough against my pack that she would be able to stay on my back. Another blur streaked past me, narrowly missing my head and taking, it felt like, a chunk of my ear with it. 
 
    The pain made me bellow, but I did not stop. 
 
    My sister roared in response. She was gaining on me quickly, despite my best efforts. Kinley flapped against my back like a broken wing. Against so many enemies, my bear should have wanted to stand and fight, but for some reason, need was overriding instinct. Even my most primal self knew that the only way I could keep Kinley safe was to get her to Cailleach’s land. 
 
    And then hope that Cailleach would forgive me for leading so many strangers to her door. 
 
    Sharp teeth raked my side. Terra had caught up to me. I roared, but kept running. 
 
    My roar was answered by another roar, this one unfamiliar and strange and powerful. It made the hair stand up all over my body. My bear-self roared again, this time in greeting. 
 
    An enormous shape slid past us. I heard Terra roar and then let out the kind of bawl that frightened cubs made. That sound was followed by the shrieks and whines of frightened canines. 
 
    I scented no blood. That was the only thing that allowed me to continue running, away from my sister and my clan. I wasn’t sure if Terra could or even should ever forgive me for abandoning her like this, even though she had set herself against me. I didn’t expect her to. I wasn’t about to forgive myself. 
 
    But the same thing that made me search for Kinley when she was taken made me keep running. After a while, I felt the vastness of my father’s bear, treading beside me. As I ran, he strode easily along, his coat flickering with shadows and the light of distant stars. Somehow, I felt like those strange shadows were falling on me and Kinley. I could only see the waves of darkness out of the corners of my eyes. 
 
    Then I was still running, but I knew we were on Cailleach’s land. 
 
    My father, Marc, stood before me. As I dropped to a stop, wheezing and slavering with exhaustion, the bear-god padded forward and stepped into my father as if he were a gateway. The scents of night and stardust filled my nostrils. Then the bear was gone. 
 
    I swung my head to one side, trying to see how badly Kinley was hurt. I didn’t want to shift with her still on my back, in case I hurt her even more. 
 
    Marc seemed to understand what was needed. He hurried to my side and soon had Kinley off of my back and in his arms. 
 
    I shocked even myself by growling and snarling aggressively at him. I knew, deep down, that he had helped us and was still helping us, but I also felt a deep conviction that he should not be touching her. 
 
    “It’s ok,” my father said. “It’s a natural reaction. Change to your human skin so we can get this girl to Cailleach. She needs help beyond you and I.” 
 
    Neither half of me was comfortable with the idea that anything was out of the reach of a creature that housed a god. I changed back as quickly as I could. I nearly snatched Kinley out of his arms and ran towards Cailleach’s house. 
 
    Thankfully, the house wasn’t far. My body was screaming at me that it was done with running for the foreseeable future and, preferably, eternity. My right leg and hip pulsed with sharp pain, as did my left ear and that whole side of my face. 
 
    A wide red and yellow door swung open in front of me. My vision blurred as the room in front of me shifted into a room with several wide couches. I eased Kinley onto one of these. 
 
    Then the room spun around me and faded to black. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Kinley 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If anyone was going to get used to waking up in strange places, it should be me, and I didn’t think that was a likely thing for me to get used to. I groaned as my return consciousness led to an awareness of agony slicing like voltage throughout my body. I tried to remember what had happened to me, but all I could recall was riding on Kit’s humongous bear’s back and trying to get away from a pack of shifters following us. 
 
    “Lie still,” a soft, accented, soothing voice murmured to me. 
 
    Being eternally good at following instructions, I immediately tried to sit up. Only strong hands restraining me, and another flash of pain, kept me from completing the motion. 
 
    And, I suspected, the fact that I was too injured for such a move. I probably should have listened. 
 
    I was sure I wouldn’t next time, either. 
 
    I had been on my own way too long to be comfortable with the damsel-ish distress I had found myself in lately. 
 
    “What happened?” I managed to croak. 
 
    “Did you know that a peregrine falcon can reach around two hundred miles per hour when it dives?” The voice wasn’t the woman’s voice, but a deep, masculine one. I tried to see who was speaking, but my eyes weren’t working correctly. 
 
    “What?” I managed to groan out. 
 
    “You’re badly hurt,” the woman said, gently. “I’m going to do what I can to fix you up. Fortunately, you were close enough for me to cast for you.” 
 
    I’d always believed casting to be a fishing term, but I was in no position to complain. 
 
    “How much honey this time?” I whispered. 
 
    “What?” The man leaned over me. I could just make out the shadowy shape of his shoulders and arms above me. “What did she say?” 
 
    The woman chuckled softly. “No honey this time, my dear. There are some injuries beyond its reach.” 
 
    That was good information to have. Another shock of pain bolted through me. I gritted my teeth hard to keep from screaming. 
 
    “You won’t believe me, but this pain is good,” the woman said. 
 
    I’d have to take her word for it. I wasn’t sure I could speak at the moment. Sweat dripped down my face and into my eyes, making them sting and blur even more. I tried to wipe it away with one arm, but somehow couldn’t complete the motion. 
 
    Someone dabbed my forehead with a cool cloth. I wanted to thank them, but I was too firmly entrenched in a space beyond words. 
 
    “Can you do it?” The man asked. 
 
    The woman made a scornful sound. “I’m old, Marc, but I’m not decrepit. Not yet. It will take much of my power, though, and I will be weakened. You will need to be prepared for that.” 
 
    “Will the Guardians be able to find us?” 
 
    “You know that answer as well as I,” she said sharply. “Now is not the time for dithering. Can you stand or not?” 
 
    I didn’t hear his response, because her hands came down on either side of my face. She started muttering in a strange language I’d never heard before. The hair on my scalp rose up. I could feel power gathering around me. It was thick in the air. It felt like a thunderstorm was building up, right on top of me. 
 
    Pressure grew in my skull, spreading down to my neck. It seemed to concentrate in that space where my skull and neck met, if a little to the left of center. The woman’s voice grew stronger and louder. With it, the power surrounding us grew from thunderstorm to hurricane. I gasped for breath as it poured through me. My neck and back cracked and shifted. My arms lifted on their own into the air. My back arched and twisted. 
 
    Then, abruptly, she stopped speaking, and the power fled immediately. 
 
    I stared at the woman in front of me. My vision was clear now, but her features seemed to shift under my gaze, as if my mind could not quite comprehend what she looked like. 
 
    I would have thought something was wrong with me, but the man looking over her shoulder had a face that didn’t change its mind every passing second. He was tall and lean, with features that were somehow familiar. 
 
    “There, that will do it,” the woman said. She stood up, a little shakily. She was wearing the strangest outfit I’d ever seen. It looked like she’d taken the entire stock of a thrift store and decided to wear it all at the same time. Even her head was covered by at least six different styles of hats. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    She waved a hand at me. “I’m not about to let the world die in my living room, am I?” She snorted dismissively. 
 
    “Kit,” I said. “Is he here? Is he OK?” 
 
    The man she had called Marc escorted her over to another couch and helped her ease down into it. She looked exhausted. After the amount of power she had called upon to heal me, I could understand why. 
 
    “Kit’s fine,” Marc said. “He had a few injuries of his own. He’s resting.” 
 
    The woman snorted. “He passed out, love. He got you to safety and collapsed. I’m sure he’ll be back with us again soon. Marc dealt with his injuries. They weren’t as severe as yours, though they won’t heal so neatly.” 
 
    I looked in the direction that she gestured. I could just make out Kit’s form there, supine but breathing steadily. Half of his head was covered with a bandage. 
 
    “How bad is it?” I asked. 
 
    “Your neck was broken,” Marc said. 
 
    I stared at him, shocked. “What? No. I meant Kit. How badly is he hurt?” 
 
    “Better than some, worse than some,” the woman said. “He’ll be hungry, and so will you after a healing like that. And you won’t have as much time as I would like.” 
 
    Marc nodded, his face severe. “She’s right. We can’t waste any time.” 
 
    I crossed the room to Kit’s side. The half of his face that I could see looked pale and strained. I wondered if he had eaten or slept properly at all in the past few days. Not enough, I suspected, to keep up with all the running he’d been doing. 
 
    All because of me. 
 
    “Kit,” I whispered. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    He startled and reached towards me before I could duck away. He stopped just short of touching me. 
 
    “You’re OK,” he said, staring at me. He sat up and rubbed his face, pausing when he came to the bandage swathing half of his face. 
 
    “I healed you, but I couldn’t put back what was taken,” Marc said. “With you being a shifter, there’s still a chance it might heal over time.” 
 
    Kit grimace and unwrapped the bandage from his head. He looked me in the eye steadily. “Well?” He said. “How bad is it?” 
 
    I swallowed as I looked at him. Long, deep scratches marred the entire left side of his face, narrowly missing his eye. But it was his ear that had taken the worst of the damage. It was a mangled mess, with most of the top and outer curve missing altogether. 
 
    Kit laughed softly. “That bad, huh? I figured it would be nasty. That hawk was trying for my head, so I guess I’ll take the ear.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    He blinked at me. “For what? If I’d been better at dodging, you wouldn’t have gotten hurt.” 
 
    “It’s my fault that you’re in this position at all,” I reminded him. “You don’t have to keep rescuing me. Or, at least, you shouldn’t have to keep rescuing me.” 
 
    Marc cleared his throat. “Well, actually…” 
 
    The woman raised her hand. Exhaustion lined her face. She drew in a deep breath. I could tell she was preparing the energy needed to speak. 
 
    “What is this all about, Cailleach?” Kit asked. 
 
    “I think we’d better start at the very beginning,” she said. “That’s the only way to keep things from getting confused and all the threads from getting tangled.” 
 
    Marc shifted nervously. “Do we have the time?” 
 
    She shot him a sharp look. “It’s important. We’d better hope that we have time. These children need to know what’s happening to them, or all the worlds may just end up paying the price.” 
 
    He made a rolling gesture with his hands, like he was trying to hurry her up. She gave him a severe look, and he subsided. 
 
    “Do you both know and understand that bees are essential to the wellbeing of all the tied universes and that losing them would be catastrophic?” 
 
    Kit and I nodded. 
 
    “And both of you know about bee-eaters, I assume?” 
 
    Again, we nodded. 
 
    “Good.” Cailleach drew in a deep breath. “Then the next thing you need to understand is that the original enemies to bees—the original bee-eaters took two shapes: a type of bird known conveniently as a bee-eater. And… can you guess?” 
 
    Kit shot me a funny look. “Let me guess… bears?” 
 
    She grinned at him. “I always knew you were clever. Yes, bears are one of the main traditional enemies to bees. You know, like that book. The Crapbear or whatever it’s called.” 
 
    “Winnie the Pooh,” Marc interjected. 
 
    She nodded impatiently. “Yes, like that. Bears steal honey and kill bees. That’s the way it always was. Until one Guardian decided…” 
 
    I held up my hand. “I’m sorry. A Guardian?” 
 
    “A group of powerful Fae and others who have guarded the universe since the beginning of time,” Cailleach said impatiently. “Well, one of these Guardians realized a troubling pattern. The bee witches were becoming extinct. He figured the best thing he could do was make sure that the next bee witch, who he figured would be the next Oracle, too, would be protected by her traditional enemy.” 
 
    “The Guardians had decided that our role might be to allow the connected worlds to be destroyed. That it was our destiny for the bees and the Oracles to die out and let the apocalypse bring what it might,” Marc said. “To some, this meant destruction, to others rebirth.” 
 
    “But the bear-Guardian did not agree with the others,” Cailleach said. “He turned his back on the other Guardians and his traditional role and came to this world to put his own plan into motion. A plan to save the bees and the universe, as he believed was his responsibility.” 
 
    Kit stared at Marc. “That was you, wasn’t it?” 
 
    The tall man nodded. “Yes. And your mother agreed that we needed to preserve the worlds, not rush them into collapsing. She and I together planned to bring you, Kit, into this world, not to hunt and destroy the Oracle as your kind always have, but to preserve her. Only I, as the father of all bear-shifters, could give you such a calling.” 
 
    Kit stared at me. “That—that is why I feel such a pull to protect you! I left my clan and everything, because this is what I’m supposed to do.” 
 
    I winced. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, don’t be. It feels right, protecting you. At least, it does for me.” 
 
    I gave him a shy smile. “To be honest, it does for me, too.” 
 
    Cailleach made an impatient sound. “It’s not just the protection here, though. Kit is to also be your guide and your conduit through the veil. If you touch him, he will help guide you there, as well.” 
 
    I winced. “Touch is complicated for me.” 
 
    She snorted. “Then push through it. That is, if you want to fulfill your purpose for existence.” 
 
    I thought that was a little harsh. How could she understand what I went through every time I touched somebody? 
 
    “You should also know,” she said. “That the children that you’re trying so hard to save…” 
 
    I stared at her. How could she know about that? 
 
    “You might want to consider that they’d be better off in Faerie.” 
 
    She turned away before I could speak to her. Anyway, what would I say? Who was I to make a judgment call as to which parents were worthy or where the children belonged? In my own way I’d had a happy childhood. My mother and my aunts had loved me as much as they were capable. Maybe they had hidden some very important truths from me, but it was possible that they’d believed they were doing the right thing in withholding my deeper magic from me. 
 
    My two bee friends bumbled quietly around my head, sometimes passing so closely to each other that they nearly collided. They seemed agitated, but either wouldn’t or couldn’t explain to me what was bothering them. 
 
    “Here.” Marc thrust Kit’s pack into his arms. “We’ve loaded it with supplies. I’m afraid you don’t have time to rest.” 
 
    “The linger you stay here, the more likely it is that the other Guardians will sense you. You don’t want them to track you down, believe me,” Cailleach said, her eyes staring off into the distance and turning this way and that as if she could see something we could not. It was a little unnerving. 
 
    “We Guardians are supposed to be vigilant and balance-keeping, but also neutral,” Marc added. “I fear the others will no longer abide by the traditions we set. I doubt that murder would give them qualms at this point. Be aware. And if they come for you, flee. Don’t try to fight. Neither of you is ready for that sort of confrontation.” 
 
    I wondered what gave him that impression. Was it the fact that I’d been unconscious several times in as many days? Something like that really put a damper on my assertion that I could take care of myself just fine. I’d never been a fan of damsels who needed rescuing. It burned me down to my core that I was playing that part so often these days. 
 
    The smaller bee landed on my hand and hummed softly to me. She was trying to reassure me, picking up on my flow of negative emotions as easily as I could pick up on her urgency to leave this place. 
 
    Kit reached towards me, almost touching, before he caught himself again. I knew the feeling. It felt like he should be able to touch me casually without such serious consequences. 
 
    Cailleach didn’t miss a thing. “Work on that,” she said. “You’ll have to push through if you want to reach towards your potential. Think of it as a stumbling block, or a stepping stone. Attitude means everything.” She pressed a package into Kit’s hands and opened the door for us to pass through ahead of her. It was a huge, arched door, like something stolen from a Gothic church. What made it stranger was that it was painted all over in gold dragonflies over a cobalt blue background. 
 
    Cailleach leaned tiredly against the door frame. “Marc will show you the safest path to take. Be well. Take courage and keep strong.” 
 
    I didn’t look back, but I could feel her watching us as we followed Marc through the high grass. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kit 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Something kept bothering me as we followed Marc across Cailleach’s fields. As we passed the fields full of beehives, I realized what the problem was. 
 
    It was too quiet. 
 
    “Where are the bees?” I asked Marc. I was still trying to frame him in my mind as a father-figure. It was hard to picture him as any father, let alone mine. 
 
    “They never came back,” Marc answered, glancing over his shoulder at us, both lagging behind his long, fast strides. “After they led you to The Oracle, they never returned.” 
 
    “But they will, right?” Kinley looked horrified at the idea that anything might happen to bees and she hadn’t even seen the sheer numbers I’d had guiding me to her. There had to have been millions, at least. 
 
    “We can hope,” Marc said. “Though they may just know that this place is no longer safe, nor is it secret any longer.” 
 
    “The bee-eaters really want to destroy all bees?” Kinley a voice sounded small, but I could see her hands curling up into fists as she strode beside me. 
 
    “We won’t let them,” I assured her automatically. It wasn’t like me to make promises I wasn’t sure I’d be able to keep. I’d just have to make sure I kept this one. Anyway, if I understood my calling, it was all part of protecting Kinley and the world. 
 
    It was one thing to hear others talk about bees and bee-eaters and the fate of all the connected universes. It was a far cry from the reality of walking past empty hive after empty hive. It was especially poignant since I had seen these hives so alive and bustling with activity only a couple of days ago. 
 
    I could practically feel the reality sinking into my skin. Strange that it was these abandoned hives that hit so hard. We had been attacked, tracked, ambushed, followed… but none of that made all the legends come to life quite like the husks of lives left when the bees were gone. 
 
    Chills traced with icy fingers up my spine, making my scalp crawl. Was I seeing the future of our world? Could this ghost town be a warning of what was to come if we let the bee-eaters win? Would our homes be left empty, devoid of life, with little hope for the future? 
 
    Werebears weren’t known for having the visionary kind of gifts. We didn’t have magic, or at least that was mostly true. We were magical. Why would we need to have magic, too? 
 
    But Marc has both the greatest best I’d ever witnessed and tremendous power. If shifters were all descendants of that power, where had all those magical gifts gone? Had we assumed for so long that we had no magic that we never even thought to try to determine whether we had magic of our own? 
 
    Did I have magic? 
 
    Did I even want it? 
 
    I glanced at Kinley. The cost of power was all-too evident in her life. She had lost so much. Looking at her, who could ever believe that power was a good thing? 
 
    But the bee-eaters didn’t care about the consequences. Like all power-hungry entities, they would let the world and all life on it burn if it meant they amassed more power. 
 
    “Quickly now,” Marc said, picking up the pace. I stretched my legs to keep up. Kinley has to break into a trot. I worried about her exhausting herself. 
 
    “Where are we even going?” Kinley asked. “If we aren’t safe here, where would we be able to be safe?” 
 
    “If you’ve been safe for this many years, you must have a place to go,” Marc said over his shoulder. 
 
    Kinley opened her mouth, but he stopped her before she could speak. “No. Don’t tell me. Don’t tell anyone. Just go there.” 
 
    Kinley swallowed and nodded. I could tell the enormity of our situation was striking her hard, too. 
 
    Marc’s head turned sharply, just as my own senses alerted me that we were no longer alone. 
 
    “I can’t help you with this fight,” he said. “You need to run. Now!” His voice turned to an almost roar. He sprang away from us, not running towards the house or even towards the direction my senses told me danger was coming from. 
 
    I shrugged out of my shirt. “I think it’s faster if you ride and I run.” 
 
    Kinley nodded, her head turned in the direction that Marc had disappeared. “Who do you think it is?” 
 
    “I’m guessing it’s not my clan,” I said, shoving my clothes into my pack and slinging it onto my back. “So that means it’s probably the other Guardians they warned us about.” 
 
    “Then I guess we need to run,” Kinley said. 
 
    I shifted, and she climbed up onto my back with no hesitation at all. It struck me suddenly that she was incredibly strong and resilient. I wasn’t sure if I would have reacted as well if I had been thrown into the deep end the way she had been. I broke into a run as soon as she felt steady on my back. 
 
    A loud, piercing shriek echoed behind us as we ran on. It was followed by the bellow of what sounded like some sort of boar and the high-pitched whinny of some kind of equine. The skin crawled at the back of my neck. Those voices didn’t sound like typical shifters. They felt as strange and massive as Marc’s bear compared to mine. 
 
    Kinley leaned low against my neck. I could just make out the soft, sibilant sound of her speaking or humming to herself. I didn’t think it was for my ears. 
 
    There was something about her voice that urged me to move on, faster and stronger. My bear was not afraid of the Guardians. They were the past, he was convinced, and that conviction empowered both halves of my soul. I, the duality that was me, was a Guardian, too. And, unlike them, I had not lost my way. 
 
    Those Guardians might be ancient and great, but I was of this world. I was young. I was strong in my youth, and I was fighting for the right cause. No being of stars and fables could tell me, a creature of this world and universe, what path was his to take. 
 
    A heavy silence dulled my ears. The world around me blurred. My paws struck the ground, and it trembled in response. 
 
    The world spoke to me and I answered. The world stretched around me and I stepped forward, letting it carry me away from the traitor Guardians and their lying hearts. 
 
    I heard a great, distant heartbeat. It echoed through the air and through the soil. It sang through the trees and through me. It was a steady, strong heartbeat. For an instant, I felt it sing through everything, from rock to bee, through Kinley and me. For an instant I felt my place in a great tapestry woven in spiders webs and lives. 
 
    Then my paws struck the earth, between heartbeats, and the world around me as it always had been. If water sparkled a little brighter, if birdsong was sweeter, it was me who had changed. It was that core knowledge of my place in the world that lent me the eyes to see and see with clarity. 
 
    I felt the other pulses an instant before they surrounded us. I stared at the two in front directly—my sister and the wolf-girl, the blood mage, Ammon’s sister. 
 
    With my new eyes, I saw how the earth pulled away from my sister, how she turned away from the green and gold abundance and great vastness of nature. 
 
    Ammon’s sister stood shaded there, but I could sense that she had not fully severed herself from our World’s grace. 
 
    “Spare me your speeches,” I said, as Terra opened her mouth to speak. I knew it would spout nothing but falseness and lies. How long had she been lying to me? That much darkness couldn’t be amassed in a day or the passing of a few weeks. “I will not give you Kinley. You must know that.” 
 
    “I don’t know that,” my sister said. She was trying to sound reasonable and rational, but I had heard the heartbeat of our Great Mother and couldn’t be swayed by mortal falseness and deceptions. “Why should you be loyal to her? Our clan’s salvation is through her. Why should you turn your back on them? On us? On your duty?” 
 
    I growled. Until this moment, I hadn’t realized that I was still in my bear form. How was it that I could speak in this form? It must have been some gift granted by the Mother, a blessing as the Guardian of her oracle and bee witch. 
 
    “Don’t play games and pretend that your behavior is in the interest of anyone save yourself. You want power that is not yours and that you couldn’t never understand, let alone wield. You have embraced darkness. There is no light flowing in your veins.” 
 
    I turned my eyes to the she-wolf, to Ammon’s sister. Her eyes were wide and fierce, but not with the same avarice I had seen in my sister. 
 
    “You are not gone yet,” I told her. “Though you walk with shadows, your purpose is true. We have sworn to help you. If you ally yourselves with evil, your greatest wishes will be for nothing. Only Kinley has the ability to do what you need. You have chosen the wrong path, but you haven’t sold yourself to darkness completely. Not yet. Stand with us now and we will keep our promises. If Kinley falls, as these around you wish, the world will fail with her. How does that give you what your heart cries for? Don’t let grief drive you to the darkest paths. There is no coming back, if you do.” 
 
    Her face grew still and sharp. She stared past me, to Kinley perched on my shoulder. Her voice was hoarse and rough when she spoke. It cracked under the force of her emotions. “Do you swear?” 
 
    “Yes,” Kinley called out, her voice clear and sure. “I swear it on the fate of the world. I swear it, Ella.” 
 
    I saw the moment that Ella’s determination and purpose shifted. She and her followers were half-shifted and at the throats of Terra’s followers before I could even turn my head. 
 
    I stamped down on the wave of sorrow and pain that filled me and the scene in front of me. I knew that at least some of those that followed my sister and been deceived and were innocent. They had been betrayed by her. I couldn’t imagine the sorts of lies she had told them to gain their support. 
 
    But I had a new loyalty, and it was all on Kinley. When she was safe, then I would grieve for those deceived and betrayed. 
 
    Maybe, eventually, I’d even process my sister’s betrayal of me, a brother she had sworn to love, but turned against so easily. 
 
    My heart was torn. I wanted to help my allies, new and old, but my I knew my place. I had seen it so clearly. I turned so quickly that I felt Kinley grab onto my fur to stay on my back. I ran forward, closing my mind and my ears to the mayhem behind us. 
 
    I knew that Kinley wasn’t untouched by what she’d just witnessed. Even the wind of our passage couldn’t erase the muffled sound of her tears. 
 
      
 
    We had been running for about an hour when Kinley called out to me. I slowed to a stop and turned my head to face her. 
 
    “I think we should stop for a bit,” she said. “I think we should try again—to cross the veil and learn what we promised. I’m not going to feel right until I’ve fulfilled my promise.” 
 
    “We’re vulnerable out here,” I protested. “What if they track us down?” 
 
    Kinley clenched her jaw stubbornly. “Better here, then leading them right to my house. If we get this over with, then at least Ammon and Ella won’t have a reason to follow us anymore.” 
 
    I didn’t like it, but she had a good point. “Are you ready?” I asked her. She’d been on the running for days. I knew that we were both exhausted. 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “Not really. But there’s never going to be a better time than now. If I’ve learned anything lately, it’s that things can always get worse.” 
 
    “OK.” I huffed as she slid down off my shoulder. “I’ll shift and get dressed. If you need a break, don’t stray too far into the trees.” 
 
    She turned slightly pink, but nodded. I turned my back on her and shifted back into my human form. I dug into my pack for yet another set of clothes. I was getting low. I needed to stop shifting so abruptly, it was really reducing my wardrobe. 
 
    By the time I was done getting dressed, Kinley had returned from the trees and dug into the pack for food and water. 
 
    “Not that I know what I’m doing,” she said, “But I’m pretty sure that we’re going to need our strength.” 
 
    I took the cookies and water canteen that she offered me. I wasn’t looking forward to our latest attempt to reach the spirit world. Even the first step—the two of us touching—was less than appealing. I didn’t want to consider what sorts of memories we would have to share this time. I could admit that it was easier for me to think about being Kinley’s Guardian when it referred to her physical well-being. The other side of the situation was far more intense, even frightening. How could I protect her from something I didn’t understand? How could I balance her and anchor her when I didn’t know what I was doing? 
 
    The world whispered to me, reminding me of that place I had so briefly seen. The place where I fit so perfectly, where I was needed, where I could be more than I had ever dreamed. 
 
    Arthur, Roland, Beowulf, I could be my greatest self, if I let go of fear and let faith in that moment of clarity that told me I was exactly where I was needed. 
 
    Kinley didn’t need an anchor. She needed me to be her anchor. I had been born for this purpose. My fate was my own, but my birth had been designed and planned. 
 
    I could walk away. I could refuse to go back to that place of darkness and light and sensations I had no name for. Kinley wouldn’t blame me. I could protect her physically. No one would blame me. 
 
    Except me. 
 
    Choose. Something within me demanded. Choose now and be done with choosing. 
 
    “I’m ready when you are,” I said. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kinley 
 
      
 
      
 
    I hesitated. 
 
    I knew what I needed to do, what we needed to try, but I still paused for a moment, when I saw Kit’s hands outstretched towards mine. Some of it was all those years of conditioning myself not to let anyone get too close to me. The rest was just plain and simple fear. 
 
    What if I couldn’t do this? 
 
    What if I could? 
 
    The repercussions I faced in either situation were overwhelming. My chest tightened as my breath grew labored and shallow. I held onto a thread of rational thought through the encroaching panic. I could feel the grass underneath my seat. One thing. I drew in a deep breath. 
 
    I could smell the dampness of earth and the subtle, sharp green scent of the trees above me. Two things. 
 
    I parted my lips and tasted the air. My mouth was dry, but the air whispered of cool, soothing waters. 
 
    Three. 
 
    I listened and held onto the soft creeping sounds of the woods around us. I could hear Kit breathing steadily. In the distance, birds twittered and squirrels quarreled. 
 
    Four. 
 
    I opened my eyes and saw Kit’s face. In such a short time, it had grown familiar to me. Steady, hazel eyes, strong, stubborn features. A mouth built into a stern line, but also made for smiling. His hair fell over his eyes carelessly—the only careless thing about him. He was still, but intent. I found that I could feel the bear hiding beneath his surface. His new scars adorned him, but did not detract from his face. It was as if they were something he wore, not a part of him at all. They had healed somewhat, since he had changed back and forth from his bear several times by now. 
 
    Five. 
 
    I anchored myself in my five senses. Not a work of magic, but as effective as any number of spells. It had been a while before I’d had a panic attack, but I still remembered what it was like when they were daily, sometimes hourly. I had learned then how to anchor myself to the physical world and let it hold me together until I could breathe again. 
 
    My hands shook only a little as I reached out to take Kit’s hands in mine. 
 
    I could still feel Kit’s hand in mine as we were whisked away from the clearing. 
 
    It took me a moment to orient myself. We were standing in a familiar-looking cabin, with an older man, leaning, not out of weakness but out of rage, towards a slightly younger-looking Kit. 
 
    “You have a real problem with your priorities, boy,” he snarled. “You should be worrying about the clan here, not about going off the college and running off to see the world.” 
 
    The younger Kit sighed. “You say that as if I am abandoning all of you. I’m not. The more knowledge I have, the more I experience, the better I’ll be able to fulfill my role here… when the time comes. Anyway, I thought you approved of my latest project.” 
 
    Kit’s grandfather snorted. “It’s more sense than I’m used to seeing coming from you, that’s for sure. It’s brought some weirdos into the clan, though. I’m still not sure about all these strangers on our land.” 
 
    “They’re pack now,” Kit said firmly. “And you may complain, but it was your idea to have them stay permanently with us.” 
 
    His grandfather scratched his head. “Well, the first few, maybe. Now there’s more strangers than bears here.” 
 
    Kit fondly slapped his grandfather’s shoulder. “Many hands make light work, right? And many eyes make for a clearer view, particularly of the world.” 
 
    His grandfather shook his head. “You’re your mother’s child.” 
 
    Kit beamed. “Thanks.” 
 
    His Grandad looked like he was about to say something else, but his face changed abruptly. Without warning, he slumped forward. He would have hit the ground face-first, if Kit hadn’t been there to catch him. 
 
    “Grandad?” Kit’s voice filled with fear. 
 
    I turned to the older Kit standing beside me. 
 
    “We lost him three days later,” Kit said solemnly. “This was the last time I talked to him.” 
 
    I squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    Before I could say anything more, the scene around us shifted and swam. I found myself looking at… me. I was sitting in the garden behind my house, surrounded by trees and hives and flowers. It was a scene I had lived out so many times, but somehow I recognized this exact day. 
 
    “This was the day my last aunt died,” I told Kit. “My last living relative. I had to tell the bees that she was dead.” 
 
    The younger me uncapped a jar of bright, golden honey and poured it into a pitcher of water. She stirred the mixture and then poured it out into a scattering of basins across the lawn. The bees congregated to drink. Their black and golden bodies caught the glinting light of the sun above. They were humming, as usual, but the sound was particularly sober. They knew something was wrong. 
 
    “Bees, bees,” I called softly. “I must tell you, and I do not know the proper words to say. They forgot to teach me, though I know that I must tell you. My aunt, Nellie, has passed through the veil and left me alone. She has died, dear bees, and now I am all you have left. And you are all I have left. And, dear bees, I am frightened. I don’t want to be alone.” 
 
    I watched as the younger me dropped her face in her hands and wept. The bees swept around that me, encasing me in the closest thing to an embrace I could tolerate from any living creature. 
 
    I turned away from my younger self’s grief. I looked up at Kit. “We need to concentrate on the veil. We need to concentrate on finding the answers that will allow the children to return to their pack.” 
 
    Kit nodded seriously. He glanced back towards the younger me, concern written all over his strong face. 
 
    “It is the past,” I reminded him. “I survived. I keep surviving. And the bees love me in their own way. It is enough?” 
 
    He hesitated. I could see that he wanted to disagree with me, but instead he nodded and pressed his hands more firmly into mine. He closed his eyes. “Answers,” he murmured, his voice deep enough to roll through me through our connected hands. 
 
    “How can the children return from Faerie and join their families again?” I murmured. I repeated the question again and again, closing my eyes and focusing only on finding the answer we sought. 
 
    I opened my eyes and found that we were standing in a dark space. 
 
    It wasn’t a cold space, and it wasn’t frightening. It was just void of anything. Perhaps I should have felt frightened, but I didn’t. I felt safe. 
 
    The two bees that buzzed around me were here as well. I hadn’t recognized them in the visions Kit and I had seen, but now they were with me again. I smiled at them as they buzzed around in the darkness. They, I realized, were both glowing with a soft, warm golden light. 
 
    The smaller bee’s light grew brighter and brighter. After a moment, I realized that she was growing, too. I caught Kit’s eye, and he nodded, seeing the same things that I did. 
 
    By the time she had reached the size of a small dog, her round, fuzzy body began to change in shape. Her black stripes ran together to form a sort of clothing, while the gold over her body stretched and grew into arms and legs. Before long, she stood just over half my size and looked human, though not human at all. 
 
    The creature before us had glowing golden skin, flowing black hair with antennae peeping out from the flowing silk. She had a fine face, with a small nose, and large, fully black eyes, with no white to them at all. She wore a loose black robe, and wings fluttered busily on her back. 
 
    “Hello, Kinley,” she said, bowing slightly towards me. “Greetings, Guardian.” She bowed again towards Kit. “Do not be afraid. In this place, we can speak together easily. I am here to guide you, and to answer you, if I may.” 
 
    “Well, that’s easier than usual,” I said, shocked to find I had a voice at all. 
 
    “I always wondered about that,” Kit said, his voice slightly rough. He cleared his throat. “How do you talk to the bees, usually?” He hesitated, as if unsure whether he was offending our new friend or not. 
 
    She laughed. The voice rang out in pure, sweet, ringing peals. I couldn’t remember ever hearing such a joyous, innocent laugh before in my life. It was a pure sound, and it lit something within my chest that made me feel warm and safe. 
 
    “Do not worry about offending me,” she told Kit in her sweet voice. “I am a bee. Despite what people believe, we are not easy to offend. We prefer sweetness.” 
 
    Kit smiled awkwardly. 
 
    “I usually just know where it is I need to go and what I need to say,” I told him. “Sometimes I get images and information I need through touch… like when you touch me.” 
 
    “So it does work with animals?” Kit looked thoughtful. “Just not my bear.” 
 
    “It’s not animals,” I told him. “Just bees. And people. Most people, I suppose.” 
 
    “Yes, Ammon,” the bee-girl said wisely. “But he is another story. I believe you have a question for me.” 
 
    I nodded, swallowing to clear my throat. I paused. “I don’t know what to call you,” I said. “It seems rude not to know.” 
 
    She tilted her head and smiled at me. 
 
    “You can call me Clary. Now, what is your question? I fear we do not have much time.” 
 
    “Are you aware of what is happening in the… real world while we are here?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “I am.” 
 
    “We want to know how the children of the wolf pack that has a bargain with the Fae can be returned home,” I said. 
 
    Clary reached a hand up in the darkness. The brightness surrounding it increased and increased. She pulled her hand back down and it returned to normal. 
 
    “The bargain was made with a wolf named Penny,” she said. “She must fulfill the deal. Now awaken. You will have guests shortly.” 
 
    We burst out of the vision and into bright sunlight. Kit and I blinked at each other and pulled our hands away from touching. 
 
    “Well, that was an experience,” Kit said. He sounded a little breathless. I knew the feeling. 
 
    “Who do you think is coming?” I asked. 
 
    “Us,” Ammon answered, coming through the trees towards us. “I take it you were expecting someone?” 
 
    He was followed closely by his sister. She stared at us, her expression fierce. 
 
    “Well?” She demanded with no preamble. “How do we get the children back?” 
 
    I rubbed my arms. “I don’t know,” I said. “All I know is that Penny made the bargain, and she’s the one that has to fulfill it.” 
 
    Ella lunged towards me, her hands stretching into claws. Ammon and Kit intercepted her. 
 
    “You lie!” She shouted. “You filthy traitor!” 
 
    “I swore,” I shouted back. “I swore and I will keep my promise. I don’t know the answers yet, but I am trying.” 
 
    She spat at me, unable to reach me in any other way. 
 
    “Give me a chance,” I begged her. “I will get the children back to you if there is any possible way for me to do it. I just need more time.” 
 
    She screamed in pain and anguish and collapsed down to the ground. “You lied,” she sobbed. “You failed us.”
 The little bee buzzed around my head and landed on my cheek. Knowledge flowed into my mind. 
 
    “We can go to the veil,” I announced. “We can go to the veil and find Penny. We will ask her what we need to do to fulfill the pact.” 
 
    Kit regarded the siblings doubtfully. “Is it safe? With those two here?” 
 
    “I swear it,” Ammon said. “My sister is desperate, but she is not foolish enough to harm the one chance we have at resolving this.” He nudged his sister gently. “Are you?” 
 
    She shook her head, raising her face enough to show the tracks of her tears. “No,” she whispered. 
 
    Kit hesitated. 
 
    “This is my choice and my calling,” I reminded him. 
 
    “And mine,” he responded. He held out a hand to me. “Shall we?” 
 
    The world shimmered around us and cleared to outside Kit’s house again. I closed my eyes and clutched Kit’s hand tightly. “We don’t have time for this,” I shouted. “We need to get to the veil now!” 
 
    I felt the scenery change again, and again, but I refused to open my eyes until I felt a strange tingling fill my entire body. 
 
    I opened my eyes and gasped in wonder. 
 
    The universe flowed around us. Kit stared in wonder at the stars and galaxies that stretched around us, spinning by in a colorful array of light. 
 
    Clary appeared next to us, in her pixie-like form again. “Focus on the veil,” she instructed. “Focus on Penny. Call her to you.” Her eyes turned to Kit. “Balance her,” she instructed. “Whatever you do, do not let her go.” 
 
    He nodded seriously, his hand tightening on mine. 
 
    “Penny,” I called, focusing on what I remembered of the gentle wolf healer. “Penny.” 
 
    The Universe flew past us until all the stars blurred into a tunnel of light. 
 
    I found myself sitting in a meadow with Kit by my side. 
 
    A pale white wolf stood before us. 
 
    “Penny,” I whispered. 
 
    The wolf’s form shimmered, and Penny stood before us. I recognized the kindness of her face, though it looked as if years had dropped from her shoulders. She looked no older than twenty, and her shoulders and back were strong and straight. 
 
    Her eyes, though, looked haunted. 
 
    “Do you know why we are here?” I asked, 
 
    “To punish me for my betrayal,” Penny whispered, her voice quivering. “To rightfully cast me away from this paradise to the place I deserve for my crimes.” 
 
    “Oh, Penny,” Kit said. He started to move towards her, but stopped when his hands tightened on mine. 
 
    “I’m not a judge,” I told her. “In fact, I am here to correct a wrong and help you fix your failing. As far as your sins against me… well, they’re forgiven.” 
 
    She stared at me. “That easily?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Why not? It is my choice.” 
 
    She stared at me. A lone tear tracked down her face. “What is this wrong I can right?” She whispered. 
 
    “We know of the bargain you made with the Fae to keep the children safe,” I told her. “And we know that it was never your intention that they be taken away. We have learned that because it was you that made the bargain, it is also you that must end it.” 
 
    Penny nodded. “Yes!” Her face glowed abruptly with happiness. “I didn’t understand in life, but things are clearer over the veil. I know exactly what needs to be done. I will do my part here, but you must tell Ella what they need to do.” 
 
    I nodded. “OK. Tell me everything.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Kit 
 
      
 
      
 
    We returned to our bodies. After seeing the Universe surrounding us in all its glory, and after talking to Penny in what appeared to by any wolf’s vision of paradise, even though that was apparently just a slice of the veil, not what lay beyond it, it felt strange to try to squeeze my expanded self into a physical body again. 
 
    “The bargain is finished,” Kinley announced, bounding towards Ella before I could protest. She didn’t even take into consideration her own safety. 
 
    I guessed that’s why she needed me. 
 
    She didn’t seem to care that this was the same wolf that had attempted not that long ago to rip her throat out. 
 
    “Penny has, on the other side of the veil, done what she needs to do to end the contract,” Kinley said, almost giddily. “She understood once she was dead, but you need to do something, too.” 
 
    What Penny had done didn’t look like anything special. She had just acknowledged to us and, apparently, through us, that the debt between her and the Fae was paid and that there was no imbalance. The Fae need for balance would be satisfied. 
 
    So much pain with such a simple solution. 
 
    Ella clutched Kinley’s hands. “Anything,” she breathed. 
 
    “Go back to your pack and your lands,” Kinley instructed. “Gather everyone together. Then thank the Fae for watching over your children, and repeat, ‘children are safe where they are loved, families are forever. We will protect them.’” Kinley’s face grew more serious, as Penny’s had in the veil. “There is one catch, though. No more children will be taken, but for families that are not right and loving and good… those children will not be returned from Faerie.” 
 
    Ella took a moment to process what that meant, then nodded. “You’re saying that no parent will be given back children they don’t deserve.” 
 
    Kinley nodded. “Babies will no longer be taken, so from now on it will be up to you, as the Pack Matriarch and Leader, to make sure that your children are safe. It is now up to your pack to protect them. If the Fae visit and find that there is injustice, I cannot predict what they will do.” 
 
    Ella nodded breathlessly. “Yes! We will!” 
 
    Kinley beamed. “I know you will.” 
 
    To my shock and surprise, Ella yanked Kinley into a hug. “Thank you,” she whispered. “You cannot understand what this means to us.” 
 
    Ammon swung Ella away from his sister and hugged her, too. Then, to my astonishment, he dropped his face to hers and kissed her soundly. 
 
    She staggered back and stared at his grinning face. 
 
    He winked at her. I couldn’t help but growl at the cockiness of his expression. A pit of something filled my gut. I wasn’t sure if it was jealousy or something else. Not that I had any right to feel jealous. 
 
    “We must go at once,” Ella said. “I swear we are your allies forever. We will do what we can to protect you.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Kinley said. “We’re going into hiding. At least, for now. We’re in no shape to face the bee-eaters. Not just the two of us.” 
 
    “Hiding is smart,” Ella agreed. “We will tell the bees when it is safe for you to emerge again.” 
 
    “We will be waiting,” Kinley agreed. 
 
    She shifted into a wolf and Ammon ran after her, after winking again at Kinley. 
 
    I growled under my breath. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” Kinley announced. 
 
    “He kissed you,” I said. “Ammon.” 
 
    “Hmm,” she said, noncommittally. 
 
    “He can touch you without you having visions,” I continued. “That must be nice.” 
 
    She paused. “What it is, is weird,” she said. “Doesn’t that seem strange to you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. He’s a blood-witch. They’re strange enough. And… well, you could consider that it might be Fate or something.” 
 
    She snorted and muttered something under her breath. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and spoke louder. “If I believed in Fate, I would think she—or he or it or whatever—would actually know the first thing about me. I have no intention of having a ‘Fate’. Ever.” 
 
    I dropped my pack, which I had just picked up. “What? Why not?” 
 
    “What on any earth or world would possess me to bring a child into my life?” She shook her head briskly. “I’d have a daughter, you know. And she’d be a bee witch. And then she’d watch me go crazy and die young, and then she would go crazy and die young. I would have to be absolutely cruel to even consider such a thing.” 
 
    “You can have a relationship without planning on kids,” I pointed out. “Lots of people do.” 
 
    She snorted. “And how many unplanned pregnancies are there our there? The only fail-safe method of birth control is abstinence. It’s 100% guaranteed to end up with no babies, no more bee witches, no ‘accidents’. And those are the only odds I’m willing to accept.” 
 
    I wanted to point out that she wasn’t considering all her options, but the look on her face made me stop before the words even made it to my mouth. 
 
    “I can’t do it,” she said softly, I thought maybe she was talking to herself now, not me. “I can’t act like I have a future. I could never drag someone down that rabbit hole with me. How much time do I have?” She looked me straight in the eyes. “You’ve seen what’s happened so far. Believe me, that’s nothing compared to what will happen—guaranteed—in my future. If I cared about someone, why would I want to put them through something like that? And… if I didn’t care, what would be the point? That’s just not who I am.” She sighed again, so deeply that it felt like it had come straight from the depths of her soul. “No. There’s no relationships or love or… any of that in my future. It just would be hell for everyone involved.” 
 
    I wanted to reach out and take her hand, but we both knew what would happen if I did something like that. She didn’t need to carry more than she already was. 
 
    She needed a friend. 
 
    I could be that. 
 
    It would be selfish to want anything more. 
 
    She was carrying the fate of the Worlds on her back. 
 
    My job was to carry her. 
 
    Maybe she was right. Maybe this was a death sentence for her. It could be weeks or months until the madness she feared so much overcame her. Or it could be years. 
 
    Or never. 
 
    I had no desire to watch her lose herself and her life, but I wouldn’t abandon her to her fate. 
 
    Maybe, someday, we’d find real answers. 
 
    Regardless, the fate of the world, or the Universes, was going to change within our lifetimes. Kinley was determined to be the last bee witch, the last Oracle. 
 
    It was time to get ready. 
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