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      “We shouldn’t have done that.”

      Lissa McGillis, future Queen of the Monarchs, looked up from the floor of the forest clearing at the blood moon high above – seeming to stare down at her accusingly like the baleful eye of an angry goddess.

      Her clothing lay in tatters around her, forming a bed upon the soft grass in which she and the wolf had just finished...

      Don’t think about it.

      The glade was still alit with power from her interrupted ritual, the energies of this place more potent than she’d ever dared imagine.

      How on Earth did this happen?

      “You may have a point there,” the man next to her said. He was naked, too – the remains of his jeans, torn apart as he’d transformed, interspersed with the shredded remnants of her ceremonial robe. “That was definitely ... something.”

      Yes, it was. She quickly pushed that thought away, though, the afterglow of their union starting to fade, albeit not as quickly as she would’ve preferred.

      It was insane. Just minutes before it happened, they’d been trying to kill each other. Him, a young alpha wannabe from the Morganberg mutt pack, and she, daughter of the Draíodóir matriarch – destined to one day succeed her mother as their coven’s leader.

      She’d scried this place of power, this sacred glade that lay deep within the pack’s territory. Though she knew it was risky, she’d decided to seek it out on this special night when the blood moon hung high in the sky. Though there were thin spots within Crescentwood – the Draíodóir stronghold two towns to the west, past the neutral buffer of High Moon – they were nothing like this glade.

      Here, one could practically feel the divine presence of Queen Brigid, her people’s patron.

      As she’d conducted the ritual, though, hoping to strike an accord with an outsider from a higher plane, he had shown up instead.

      Under other circumstances, she wouldn’t have hesitated to kill him. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t tangled with members of the Morganberg pack before. For some reason, however, she’d given him time to speak instead of outright attacking him. Maybe it was the glade’s power or the headiness of the lunar event, but she’d allowed him to goad her, mocking her with a sarcastic wit that was sophomoric at best.

      Either way it had worked, raising her ire and causing her to be sloppy once the battle was inevitably joined.

      From there, things had taken an unexpected turn. The fight had seesawed between the two combatants, fanning the fire in both their bellies until a slight miscalculation on her part found her pinned beneath the beast – both of them winded from the effort. She’d expected to be torn apart, refusing to look away as he stared down at her – willing to accept an honorable death as one worthy of her lineage should.

      Except he hadn’t killed her. Instead, he’d held her gaze for several long seconds until finally changing back to his human form. From that point onward their struggle became one of an entirely different nature.

      The strangest part was, she hadn’t fought it at all. Hell, she’d been an active participant, eagerly taking all he had to give and more.

      Face it, Lissa. You just fucked a werewolf and liked it.

      “So ... can I at least get your name, Princess?”

      “Huh, what?”

      He turned to look at her, making her acutely aware of how naked she was. “Your name. You Draíodóir do have those right? Or do you call each other made-up wizard names like Magic Wanda or maybe Sparkle Tits?”

      “Sparkle Tits?” Her eyes narrowed and she found herself considering there might still be time to finish their battle.

      “You can call me Curt by the way, if that matters.”

      “It doesn’t,” she snapped. “And can you please look over there instead of at me?”

      “Why?”

      “Just ... because!”

      He grinned, that same annoying easygoing smirk he’d used while goading her. “I see. Someone is embarrassed.”

      “I am not.”

      “Oh, yes you are, Princess Sparkle...”

      “It’s Lissa! There. Happy now?”

      He nodded. “That’s a pretty name.”

      “Thank you,” she replied, looking away and hoping he didn’t notice the blush rising to her cheeks.

      “And I suppose you’re okay looking, too ... for a witch.”

      “What?!” She turned back toward him, heat rising to her face.

      “Lighten up. My God, you are high strung.”

      “I am not.”

      “If you were any more high strung I could plop you over my lap and play a song on your ass.”

      “Try it and see what happens.”

      He chuckled. “I rest my case.”

      She let out a long sigh before rubbing the bridge of her nose. “Oh Goddess, what have I done?”

      “If you want a recap...”

      “I don’t!”

      “Hey, look on the bright side. At least we didn’t do it doggy style.”

      Her eyes flashed with power causing him to flinch, albeit only slightly. “You are ... infuriating!”

      “I hear it’s one of my better qualities.”

      “Trust me, it’s not.” Lissa pushed herself to her feet, trying to cover her body with her hands before finally giving up. She spotted a piece of her robe, picked it up, and began to concentrate, clearing her frazzled mind and willing the power deep within her to the surface. “Mar a bha thu!”

      The mutt eyed her suspiciously, no doubt thinking this was some sort of attack. However, a moment later, the remnants of fabric lying on the ground rose into the air and converged on the piece she held, fusing itself back together. The end result wasn’t perfect by any means, but it was good enough.

      “Holy shit,” he cried as she dressed herself. “You can actually do that?”

      She allowed herself a small bit of pride at the remark, much easier now that she was covered again. “It’s actually a pretty basic spell. It makes rudimentary repairs to objects that were recently damaged.”

      “Didn’t look all that basic to me.”

      “It actually is. I mean, usually it wouldn’t be able to fix anything more complex than a broken bookshelf.” She looked down at her robe, noting a few holes remaining. “But I guess it has a bit more juice in this place. Odd that I even thought to try it, but it just kind of popped into my head.”

      “Huh. That’s interesting.”

      “Like I said, it’s no big deal. It’s not like it can repair a junked car.” She fixed him with a stare. “Or a broken neck.”

      “I choose to ignore that last comment. Anyway, I was more remarking on you getting the idea from out of nowhere. This glade, they say it does that to you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It’s hard to explain. Ideas, thoughts, they tend to pop into your head in this spot. Nelly claims she can hear it whispering to her.”

      “Who’s Nelly?”

      He ignored her question, though. “Most of my friends don’t even know about this place. Hell, I’ve only been out here a couple of times myself.”

      That caught her attention. “Then why tonight?”

      He stood up, looking down at the tattered remains of his jeans. “Hey, I don’t suppose that spell can fix my pants.”

      “Answer my question or you can walk home naked.”

      He folded his arms across his muscled chest. “Do you really think that would bother me?”

      She tried her damnedest to meet his eyes, her face growing redder by the second. “I ... I’ve seen better.”

      “Oh really? And how many have you seen?”

      She sputtered for a moment, a mix of embarrassment and anger warring within her. This wolf had a way of knowing which of her buttons to push that almost bordered on the uncanny. It was infuriating, but at the same time she couldn’t deny it was a bit of a turn on, too. She was used to being unflappable in the face of adversity, to having the upper hand in not only power but the psychology of warfare as well.

      Something about Curt was different, though, albeit that could have been attributed to him standing there naked, his body still glistening with sweat from their...

      Oh, I give up!

      It was the first time she could remember admitting defeat since being a small child, at least inside her own consciousness. It was also the first time she’d ever considered a member of the Morganberg pack by their name and not as merely some dumb beast.

      Either way, she called forth her power again, mending his jeans as best she could, which, considering their prior ripped state, wasn’t all that different from how they’d first appeared.

      “Much appreciated, Princess.” He hopped into them, finally covering himself up. “Oh, don’t look so disappointed. I can always take them off again if you...”

      “No! I ... uh ... mean ... my question.”

      “Oh, yeah. You wanted to know why I came out here.” The smirk dropped off his face and he appeared to grow thoughtful, a look she hadn’t seen on many mutts before. “I’m not entirely sure. Call it instinct or maybe intuition. I wasn’t even planning on being in the hollows tonight. Hell, I was supposed to be at the shop helping my brother pull an engine block, but then I got this feeling in my head like I needed to be here.”

      This place, did it call to him like it called to me?

      Lissa wasn’t sure what, if anything, that meant. It could have simply been a stupid coincidence for all she knew. But on a night with a blood moon hanging in the sky, a night when the walls between worlds were said to be at their thinnest? Somehow she didn’t think so.

      But if it wasn’t coincidence then why had they both been drawn here ... other than for some sweaty, intense sex that is?

      She wasn’t sure of anything right then. No, that wasn’t entirely true. She knew one thing. Despite her posturing, she felt no real desire to harm this man before her, enemy of her people or not.

      All the fight had gone out of her. Although, she did have the vague feeling that if she were to stay there much longer the temptation for a repeat performance might become too great to resist.

      Once was forgivable, easy to write off as an unforeseen side effect of their battle, but twice? That would be nothing more than base desire – between two races who weren’t meant to feel such things for one another.

      “I ... should go.”

      He nodded. “Yeah, we probably both should.”

      “And we’ll never speak of this to anyone. I’m serious.” She’d meant it to come out as a threat, but it sounded more like a plea to her ears.

      “Relax, Princess ... Lissa. Trust me. Much as I don’t regret what happened here, well, let’s just say my dad can’t know about it.”

      “Wait, you don’t regret this?”

      That smirk returned to his face. “Hell no. In fact, if I didn’t think you’d leave me hanging, I’d go for a high five.”

      She let out a sigh and turned away. Men!

      “Hey, do you ... um ... need a ride?”

      “A ride?”

      “Yeah. My truck’s parked not too far from here. It’s a straight shot from Crossed Pine Road through High Moon to the Crescentwood town line. I could drop you off there. It’d be a lot safer than skulking through the woods.”

      She should have said no, told him she didn’t need his help, but for some reason she hesitated. “What about the guardian?”

      “He won’t care if we’re just passing through. And if he does stop us, we can always say, I dunno, that we’re on a diplomatic mission or something.”

      Amazingly, she found herself considering it, not looking forward to the long walk home. Sure, she could’ve used her magic to port herself back, but that would almost certainly not go unnoticed. The last thing she wanted to do was explain her absence this night, especially to her mother. “You’d do that for me?”

      “I offered, didn’t I?”

      “No tricks?”

      She expected a smartass answer, but instead he turned serious. “I swear on Valdemar’s sacred blood, you will make it back to Crescentwood safely.” He paused before adding, “That’s not something we say lightly by the way.”

      She nodded, flattered. Though she didn’t know the ways of the mutt’s heretic god, she understood enough to know he was important to them. “Fine. Then I accept.”

      “You do?”

      “Don’t act all surprised. It’s not like I was looking forward to the walk back.”

      He nodded then gestured toward the southern end of the clearing. “This way then. Your chariot awaits, milady. Just ignore all the fast food wrappers on the front seat. Haven’t had a chance to throw them out.”

      She let out another sigh but didn’t comment as she picked up her things.

      “It’s not all that late,” he said once she was finished. “We could grab some takeout, maybe rent a copy of The Princess Bride if you’re still interested.”

      “Don’t push your luck.”

      “Hey, I’m just saying.”

      Lissa stopped at the edge of the clearing, sparing one last look up at the blood moon. She smiled despite vaguely regretting not finishing her ritual, unaware that destiny had already reached out and graced her with its touch.
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      “Time check.”

      “How the hell am I supposed to know? Do you see a watch on my wrist ... or any way to put one there for that matter?”

      “Nobody likes a negative Nancy,” I replied.

      “Well, we had at least two and a half hours when we left, but somebody had to go and get lost on the way, even though it’s only a few miles.”

      “I didn’t realize the back roads out here were such rat mazes.”

      “You should’ve brought your phone, like I said.”

      “Can’t. Mom might be tracking me.”

      “Seriously, Bent?” Riva replied, as we continued to sneak across an unkempt field overrun with dead brush. Well, okay, I was sneaking. There was no reason for her to since she was currently a ghost. “You really think she’s checking on you twenty-four seven?”

      “Probably ... maybe.”

      Okay, fine, she might’ve had a point. Even so, last time I’d talked to Mom she’d read me the riot act. My little detour to Providence County, Ohio had not gone unnoticed. The sorcerer in charge of the coven there had been somewhat less than receptive upon our arrival, much less so when I requested to be shown their holy glen, as they called it – a spot where the walls between worlds were thinner than normal.

      Doing a bit of name dropping and identifying myself as Tamara Bentley, Princess of Monarchs of the Pennsylvania Draíodóir, had only resulted in him calling my mother to complain. Or at least he had once I’d threatened to pop him and his buddies in the jaw if they didn’t let us investigate their land for voiders – my pet name for the otherworldly creatures trying to destroy these thin spots.

      Needless to say, my mother had been somewhat persuasive in cutting our road trip short, curtailing my plans to proactively hunt down the creatures trying to destroy reality itself.
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      Talk about crazy.

      I’d been trying to organize a peace treaty between the witches and wizards living to the west of my hometown and the werewolves to the east – all so I could save my parents from the fairy queen my aunt had bartered them off to.

      Instead, I’d found my ass in a whole other dimension. There, I was told by said fairy queen that I needed to save all of reality from the very same creatures that had punted me out of my world to begin with, because otherwise they were going to trash all the thin spots between realms – which would somehow end up destroying the multiverse itself.

      I kid you not.

      Oh, and by the way, she was also all, “Here’s your mom and dad back, minus your dad’s legs because I’m a bitch. Oh, and as for your friend Riva, well, she’s a ghost now.”

      In short, you could say the fairy queen was a bit of a cunt.

      So, anyway, after all of that, what did my parents do? Did they mobilize their people to rally behind my effort to save the world?

      No. They told me to go back to college because the winter semester was starting.

      And that’s pretty much how my life seemed to be going.
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      Even though I was now back at school, Mom still hadn’t let me off the hook – warning me that I had better not even think of turning off location services on my phone, or salting it against scrying – not that I had any idea how to do that without totally fucking it up.

      Fortunately, Riva’s condition came with a few perks. Her newly discovered sixth sense had already detected another of those thin spots not too far from campus. The upside: it was easily within driving distance. The downside: it was supposedly haunted.

      Less than a year ago, I would’ve laughed that off as ridiculous – nothing more than a secluded spot where guys could try to scare their girlfriend’s panties off. Now I knew better. The monsters in the closet weren’t always imaginary. Hell, I’d fought more than my fair share of strange beasts ever since discovering my true heritage – that my father was a werewolf and my mother was a witch. A few of those fights had even happened while at school.

      I’d thought that might simply be a case of having my eyes opened to the weird underworld that existed around us, full of nasty things most assumed existed only in myth and legend.

      But now I had to wonder. Knowing there was a thin spot close to Bailey University, a so-called Window of Worlds, changed the game. If the sacred glade close to my home of High Moon, PA was any indication, these thin spots seemed to act as a lure for things paranormal.

      It reminded me a bit of an old show my father use to rave about, Buffy the Vampire Slayer – in which her town sat above a portal to hell which, in turn, attracted all sorts of freakish things.

      Now, as Riva and I crossed the neglected field, I had to wonder whether I should maybe pick up a few seasons on Blu-ray to see if I could catch some pointers.

      That would have to wait, though. I had less than two hours before my evening class let out, having blown it off so I could have plausible deniability for leaving my phone in my dorm while we drove out here – hopefully giving Mom no reason to be suspicious.

      Sadly, while Riva could now somehow sense these thin spots, she wasn’t exactly able to give turn-by-turn directions, resulting in us running behind schedule.

      Chances were this was a snipe hunt anyway. We had no way of knowing when or where these voiders might strike. Riva could sense their targets but seemed unable to draw a bead on the creatures themselves. Therein lay the problem. Sitting around and waiting for them to strike was maddening, not to mention counterproductive to stopping them. Besides, at the end of the day I wasn’t renowned for my patience.

      And so here we were.

      Unfortunately, we’d come in blind. With my parents’ directive against any more side trips, and me being coy about Riva’s ability to sense these things, I couldn’t exactly call and ask them what we could expect to find out here.

      Left unsaid was what we’d do if we found the spot we were looking for and there was nothing else around it. I mean, it’s not like we could keep round the clock surveillance on the place. I had school to worry about and Riva was both incorporeal and somehow tethered to me. Even had I been able to leave her out here to do nothing more than keep an eye on things, it’s not like she could’ve called if something happened.

      Needless to say, going on the offensive sounded cool in theory, but in practice it was turning into one big bag of bullshit. It would figure that the orders handed to me by Queen Brigid, goddess of the fae – that I should stop these creatures and save all of reality – hadn’t come with even the most basic of instructions.

      Yep. Gods could be real assholes that way.

      In the fading light of day, the derelict farmhouse waiting at the far edge of the field certainly looked like it could be haunted, nestled on a neglected patch of land with several dying trees around it. I had no idea why this place was empty – whether it was due to death, foreclosure, or something else – but the house looked like it hadn’t been occupied for at least a decade, if not longer.

      “What do you think?” I asked as we crouched behind some dead bushes, not that Riva needed to hide since nobody but me could see her.

      “I think maybe for once I’m glad I don’t have a body, because if Illinois cannibals are a thing, this is definitely where they’re living.”

      “Remind me not to ask you for any pep talks in the future.”

      “If you don’t want to know, you shouldn’t ask. How about you? Sense anything?”

      If there was anyone, cannibalistic or not, staring out at us, they were invisible to me in the gloom beyond the windows. As for the rest, I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, smelling dirt, decay, rotting wood, mold, and old cow manure.

      That was only on the surface, though. Having werewolf-like senses could be a mixed bag at times, but even I had to admit it was seriously cool what a supercharged nose could do. Scents weren’t merely good or bad anymore. They were a whole tapestry of layers to explore, driving home how little of our environment most people actually perceived in their daily lives.

      Digging deeper, I detected the faint scent of living creatures. That was another marvel of enhanced senses. Once you identified something by its smell, your brain became a Wikipedia of odors, returning a hit for a familiar scent. I caught traces of mice and rats in the area, a few cats, too. There’d also been some larger animals around recently, like...

      “Um, Bent?”

      “Shh, focusing here.”

      “Yeah, you might want to hurry that up. This is starting to weird me out.”

      As Riva tried to get my attention, the faint sound of dried grass being trampled caught my attention.

      “Oh shit, I think something’s coming!”

      I opened my eyes to find her pointing toward the far edge of the field where a wide stand of trees stood. At first, I didn’t see anything, the growing shadows doing little to improve my view. My ears were definitely picking up something, though.

      Then I saw them, dark shapes silhouetted against the trees – just barely visible, but almost certainly headed our way.

      I stood up and turned to face whatever was coming toward us, as it was painfully obvious we’d been spotted – or at least I had.

      “Get behind me...” I trailed off once my nose identified the intruders. “Never mind. False alarm. It’s just a herd of deer.”

      “Oh.” Riva sounded relieved as the creatures drew closer, their antlers now visible. “Um, I thought deer usually ran away from people.”

      Huh. She kinda had a point. “Maybe they grow them stupid out here.”

      It was a herd all right, and they were most certainly headed this way, pretty quickly from the look of it. As they approached, their hoofbeats became louder, more frantic, and I picked up their exhalations as they breathed.

      Maybe something had spooked them. If so, they needed to know this direction wasn’t a better choice.

      “HEY!” I shouted waving my arms, hoping to scare them off.

      “Are you sure we should be trying to get their attention?”

      “They’re deer,” I replied, “not cannibal rednecks with banjos.”

      It’s not like I hadn’t seen deer before. Hell, you couldn’t drive around High Moon after dark without at least a fifty percent chance of one running out in front of your car, and that wasn’t even counting hunting season.

      That said, they usually had a healthy respect for people. These, however, were either seriously scared or hadn’t been near any major highways lately, as they continued our way undeterred.

      “What do we do?”

      I was still debating that myself. Being trampled wasn’t high on my list, although I wasn’t too worried. In the battle of girl with werewolf powers versus deer, I knew who’d I pick.

      However, just as they were about to converge upon our personal space, the herd broke off – half of them going left and the rest going right.

      That was odd. Even weirder was when they all suddenly came to a halt, encircling where we stood, their breath steaming in the cold air.

      Okay, starting to get kinda creepy now.

      “Bent?”

      “I’ve got this,” I said, facing the ... um ... deer continuing to stand there staring dumbly at us. “Listen up, you stupid forest rats. I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but I can assure you I am one blade of grass that punches back.”

      Probably not the best speech I’d ever given, and almost certainly pointless against a herd of brainless...

      The sound of rippling flesh caught my ears a moment before the transformations began.

      Crap. Guess I shouldn’t have started by calling them stupid.

      In the space of seconds, antlers retracted, fur receded, and hooves became hands. When it was all finished, we found ourselves surrounded by a group of naked strangers, most of them staring at me none too kindly.

      “Weredeer,” I muttered. “That’s new.”

      “Not really,” Riva replied, still next to me but unseen by our guests. “Native American folklore is full of them.”

      “Maybe I should read more.” Then, a bit louder, I added, “So ... how’s everyone doing?”

      Silence and more glares met my greeting.

      Guess it’s the hard way then. “I don’t want any trouble.”

      “You’ve got wolf stink on you,” a middle-aged woman with greying brown hair said, breaking their freaky silence. “That and ... something else.”

      The glares from the others continued, but if these yahoos were hoping to intimidate me then they were staring at the wrong set of headlights.

      “Yeah, well, wolf beats deer any day of the week. So how about you and your buddies back off a bit before I start taking this personally.”

      “Good job, Bent,” Riva said. “Piss them off some more why don’t you.”

      I was about to ask if she had any better suggestions when there came the sound of more footsteps approaching from the direction the herd had appeared. It was a single set this time and they sounded human.

      Sure enough, a few moments later the deer Johns at the northern end of this circle jerk stepped aside, revealing a raven-haired woman with tawny skin.

      She met my gaze for a second or two, then turned and spat on the ground. Once again there came the disturbing sound of flesh rippling and bones crackling. Antlers sprouted from both sides of her head, different from those that had adorned her friends – continuing to grow ever longer and wider until they spanned at least seven feet.

      Whoa.

      The woman’s body followed, growing taller and bulkier by the moment, until she towered over me and the others around us.

      “Um, Bent?” Riva whispered.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m gonna go out on a limb here and assume we’ll be a bit late getting back.”

      “Ya think?”
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      Weredeer I could buy, but a fucking weremoose? That was a bit out there even for me.

      Why couldn’t it have been weresquirrels, or maybe a bunch of wereferrets?

      “I thought female moose didn’t have antlers,” Riva remarked.

      “Go figure. Magic can be a real bitch that way.”

      As the mammoth beast charged, I couldn’t help but notice these lycanthropes were different than the Morganberg wolves, and not just in their choice of animal mimicry. Amazing the things we focused on right before being trampled by a ton of angry shifter.

      Nevertheless it was strange. The pack – my pack – didn’t simply turn into large wolves, ala Twilight. They became true hybrids of man and beast, Howling-style monstrosities that were far more terrifying than any oversized dog. But these guys, far as I could tell they turned into actual deer, minus the angry chick trying to bulldoze me. That was odd, albeit in truth I was having a hard time imagining a halfway point between man and deer that would be anything other than laughable.

      Less laughable was Moose Girl as she closed the distance between us, leaving me short on options, especially with her herd buddies penning me in.

      “Watch out!”

      Gotta love Riva and her uncanny ability to state the obvious.

      As the beast lowered its head and prepared to bowl me over, I debated letting loose with a spell, having recently learned I was capable of casting them.

      There were just two problems with that idea – I’d put in almost no practice since then, not to mention I found myself unable to remember a single goddamned word of Gaelic.

      Fuck it. When in doubt, go with your strengths. That meant meeting it force for force.

      I held out my hands and grabbed its antlers as it slammed into me.

      At five foot three, I might as well have been a mouse trying to stop a rampaging elephant. Fortunately for me, badass things sometimes came in small packages.

      I planted my feet, digging furrows in the cold ground as I was forced back, the shifter’s mass far greater than my own. However, its forward progress slowed as I dug in, until eventually the irresistible force met the immoveable object that had Tamara Bentley inscribed on her driver license.

      The creature’s eyes opened wide in surprise. Had I been a normal human, I’d already be a hoofprint covered corpse. If I was a werewolf, I’d have certainly changed by now to take advantage of their superior alt-mode strength. But I was something unique, something that had only existed once before – at least if the fairy queen was to be believed – a melding of not two but three worlds: witch, werewolf, and a dollop of the weirdness that existed between realities.

      If Moose Mistress was surprised by that, I could only imagine how she felt once I tightened my grip and kicked off with my legs. The beast lunged forward again, off balance this time, as I launched myself over her antlers and onto her back ... and then almost fell off, before burying my hands in a fistful of fur.

      Okay, so I was no Annie Oakley on this bucking bronco, but I managed to hold on, facing the wrong way on the massive lycanthrope, or maybe moosenthrope. It’s not like I had time to look this shit up.

      “Turn around,” Riva cried.

      “E-easier, said than done,” I sputtered, doing my best to not be flung off.

      Meanwhile, the weredeer stood silently watching this play out, as if undecided who they should be cheering for. Bet they were a load of laughs at the local town fair.

      Off to the side, Riva let out a cry of alarm. I turned my head to follow, only to see the massive creature swing her head, her antlers slicing through my friend’s incorporeal body – doing absolutely nothing but scaring her.

      However, as she stumbled back, looking all sorts of freaked out, the moose shifter stopped bucking for a moment and tilted her head as if confused.

      Not one to look a gift moose in the mouth, I made good use of the distraction – turning so I was facing the right way. I wrapped my legs around her neck, grabbed hold of the base of each antler, and prepared to twist her head off like a beer cap.

      But then I hesitated. Yes, I was in prime position to end this, to snap her neck like so many matchsticks. I hadn’t come here to start a war, though. Yeah, this asshole had attacked first, meaning I was well within my rights to fuck her up. She’d offered me the stick, but perhaps it was up to me to respond with a carrot. After all, there were bigger threats out there.

      Mind you, if that didn’t work, I could always go back to plan A – hanging a moose head from my dorm room wall.

      So, rather than go for the killing blow, I let go with one hand and gently bopped her on the top of her head – and by that I mean I slammed my fist down onto her noggin hard enough to send her to the ground dazed.

      That done, I hopped off and glanced Riva’s way. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, unhurt. “I should probably start asking you that first.”

      “Yeah, you really should.”

      I turned to the crowd of onlookers. “Anyone else want a piece, or can we maybe move to the part where we try talking out our problems first?”
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      There came a brief but tense standoff, as all eyes continued to stare at me. It was my first experience with different shifters and already I was missing the werewolves, which was saying a lot since most of them had been nothing but assholes to me.

      Then the woman who’d called me out for stinking like a dog stepped forward. She appeared hesitant, albeit more confused than fearful. “Name your pack and your alpha, stranger.”

      Okay, this was something I could understand. Although, a part of me worried whether this was going to play out like Ohio, resulting in my father getting a call – accusing me of breaking some previously unmentioned shifter etiquette.

      “I represent the Morganberg Pack. As for their alpha, you’re looking at her. I’m Tamara by the way.”

      “I meant your true alpha.”

      “Same answer.”

      There came a ripple of flesh from behind me and I turned to find Minnie Moose had changed back to her human form. “Wolves do not let females lead, or two-spirits for that matter.”

      There was a bit of an edge to her voice as she said that last part, stepping around me while still naked as a jaybird. “That is the way of predators. Only those who graze off the mother’s land accept such wisdom.”

      “Two-spirits,” Riva remarked. “That explains the antlers.”

      It took me a second to get what she meant, then it sunk in. Ah.

      Sadly, she wasn’t wrong, at least about my pack anyway. Up until recently, my uncle had run it, complete with love shacks where he could have his way with the so-called pack bitches. Too bad for him I’d shown up and dragged them kicking and screaming – mostly screaming, mind you – into the twenty-first century.

      “Maybe you should suggest a vegan diet next time you’re in the hollows, Bent,” Riva said, eying up the shifter. “It’s obviously done her some good.”

      I threw her some side-eye to let her know she was distracting me before refocusing on the task at hand. “Not anymore. My pack has two alphas right now, both female.”

      She raised an appreciable eyebrow. “Rather progressive for wolves.”

      I shrugged. “What can I say? I’ve had to bust a few heads along the way, but they seem to be getting in line.”

      “If so, then what are you doing so far away from home, Tamara of Morganberg?”

      “Um ... actually I go to school just a couple of miles away.”

      “Wait. You go to Bailey, too?” another of their bunch replied brightly, a girl who looked almost my age. “I just transferred there.”

      The moose shifter threw her a look, shutting her up. Guess that cemented who was in charge here.

      Still, that didn’t mean I needed to be rude about it. “Look me up,” I told her. “I’m rooming in Lucien Hall.”

      “I’m in Kessler,” she whispered before quickly clamming up again.

      “Are you done making study buddies?” Riva replied. “Because I think you might want to, oh I don’t know, try focusing on the reason we’re here.”

      I again threw her a look. As much as having Riva by my side had been a blessing, the last month had taught me the wisdom of too much of a good thing, especially when nobody else could see or hear her. I had one friend on campus who was in the know, Justin Helferman, and he was scheduled to graduate come June. Outside of him, I had to be careful. More than once I’d caught myself talking to Riva around other people, earning some decisively strange looks. I had a feeling it was only a matter of time before one of my professors suggested I book a session with the campus counselor’s office.

      “A bit far from school for a mere field trip,” the woman replied, raising an eyebrow.

      I debated making up a lie, but it would likely sound exactly like that – bullshit. They’d seen and sensed enough to know I wasn’t some rando who’d merely stumbled into their field of dreams. And if they were aware of the nearby thin spot, they’d be smart to be paranoid about strangers.

      “You’re right. I purposely came out here.”

      “Even knowing our territory was clearly marked?”

      “Marked?” I hadn’t seen any fences or signs warning us away when we’d driven in. Unless she was suggesting I should’ve kept my nose open for the smell of deer piss, which I’ll admit hadn’t crossed my mind.

      “Hmm, as I suspected.”

      “Suspected?”

      “You’re new to this aren’t you, Tamara of Morganberg? Either that or you’re very good at playing stupid.”

      “Right on both counts,” Riva muttered with a smirk.

      “Do you mind?” I hissed, before gritting my teeth. “Sorry. I meant, what makes you say that ... err...? Could I maybe get your name, so I can stop thinking of you as naked moose lady?”

      A few chuckles rose up from her followers, which went a long way toward deescalating the creep factor.

      “You can call me Aysha. I prefer it over naked moose lady.”

      “Fair enough, Aysha.”

      “And I say it because it’s tradition to respect the boundaries of other clans. Only those seeking war stride upon another’s domain unannounced.” I opened my mouth to reply, but she held up a hand. “However, the surprise on your face is painfully obvious. And even I find it hard to imagine that the darling of Bailey University’s formerly all-male wrestling team is here for the sake of misguided bloodlust alone.”

      I opened my eyes wide at that part and I don’t mean the misguided bloodlust.

      She smiled in return. “We do read the news you know. Word of advice, maybe use a pseudonym when introducing yourself. Hard to stay anonymous in a college town, especially when you’re a minor celebrity.”

      I couldn’t say I wasn’t flattered to hear it. And she wasn’t entirely wrong. Being accomplished in a traditionally male dominated sport was a good way to make the headlines – even when your parents drugged you so that you’d come in second during the state finals two years back.

      What can I say? I still had a chip on my shoulder about that one.

      “Okay, fine. I’ll admit it. I’m kind of new to this lifestyle.”

      She stared hard at me for several seconds, making me feel even more self-conscious before she finally nodded. “I believe you. For that reason and the fact that you didn’t strike the killing blow when you had the chance, I will hear you out.”

      “I guess that sorta makes sense,” Riva replied.

      Tempting as it was to tell her to clam up, I managed to keep my poker face.

      “But first,” Aysha continued, “you will answer three questions for me. What are you? Why are you really here?” She then turned and stared at the spot where Riva stood. “And who have you brought with you to this sacred place?”

      Oh boy. This just became a lot more complicated.
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      “What makes you think there’s anyone...?”

      “Because I am attuned to this land and its power. I know whenever another steps foot here, even if they leave no prints to mark their passage.”

      Ooh, how mystical.

      “Wait,” Riva said, turning to Aysha. “Can you hear me?”

      Aysha focused in her direction for a moment before turning back toward me. “Tell your companion that I can neither hear their words nor see their body. I merely perceive them as ... a void, if you will, within the life energy of our territory.”

      That was far too apt of a description for my liking. Time to stop with the bullshit and get to the point.

      “Her name’s Riva and she’s only here because I am. She’s my friend and she’s tied to me, or at least her spirit is.”

      “She’s passed on?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “A spirit that is not at rest is one that is suffering. You should know this. If you wish our help in this matter...”

      “Whoa there,” Riva cried. “Back the fuck up, bitch.”

      “Relax, I’ve got this.” I held up a hand before facing Aysha again. “It’s not like that. We’re searching for her body. She’s been ... evicted from it, in a manner of speaking.”

      My friend let out a sigh. “I thought you said you had this. Could you put it any lamer than that?”

      Everyone’s a critic. Switching gears, I continued. “We’re here because we know there’s a thin spot near by – a sacred glade, window of worlds, or whatever the fuck you guys like to call it.”

      Perhaps I could’ve phrased that more diplomatically, as all eyes watching me seemed to take a turn for the slightly more hostile.

      “And you wish to claim our meadow of infinite mysteries as your own?” the middle-aged lady who’d first spoken asked, making me think she was likewise someone with authority in this ... herd.

      Meadow of infinite mysteries? Hmm, didn’t quite roll off the tongue like window of worlds, but whatever. I got the sense that I’d better start making with the answers quickly, otherwise we’d be back to playing a lethal game of tag.

      “No. I’m here to protect it.”

      Once more there came muted chuckles from the rank and file. God, if there was one thing I hated most about this life, it was the arrogance. It was pretty much the norm among the supernatural. Don’t get me wrong, I’d dealt with conceit my entire life. For starters, there was my mom. I loved her, but there’d never been any doubt growing up that she held a high opinion of herself. And of course there was the stigma of being a girl in a traditionally guys-only sport. I couldn’t walk past a locker room without someone making an asshole remark about my tits or ass, perky though they might be.

      But once I’d discovered what I really was – a forbidden hybrid of the two warring races surrounding High Moon – well, that’s when things got dialed up to eleven. Creatures of the strange and weird, whether we’re talking fairy godmothers or real life movie monsters, all seemed to be under the assumption that their shit didn’t stink.

      And here once again it was on display out in the open, and by people who turned into fucking deer of all things. Hell, I was pretty sure we had steaks back home in our chest freezer that came from more threatening beasts. I mean, let’s be realistic here – the only thing less frightening would be a pack of werecorgis.

      Mind you, I was in no position to actually say that. Though I’d tested myself against what I assumed to be their best, the numbers were still heavily in their favor.

      Aysha inclined her head for several seconds, then she turned and gestured to her herd buddies.

      I tensed up, half-expecting the worst. If so, the kid gloves would have to come off. I didn’t have any quarrel with these people, but I was neither so naïve as to trust them to do the right thing, nor so innocent to believe any such battle would result in zero casualties.

      I watched and waited as nearly all of them returned to their deer forms, bodies shifting and morphing in ways that appeared even more painful than the transition from man to werewolf. Imagine a human limb shifting into a deer leg – not exactly something that sounded even remotely comfortable.

      When it was done, I once again found myself facing a herd of deer, although perhaps somewhat less dull-eyed than their normal cousins. The only ones remaining in their human forms were Aysha and the other speaker, whose name I still hadn’t gotten.

      “Bent...,” Riva started.

      I gave my head a single shake. If this was a game of werechicken, I sure as hell didn’t want to be the first to blink.

      Rather than attack, though, they all turned and galloped away, their hooves echoing against the cold ground, back toward the distant tree line where they all seemed to disappear among the dark foliage.

      Once that was finished, the older of the two turned toward me. “You’ve noticed it, haven’t you?”

      “Mother,” Aysha warned.

      The other woman ignored her, though, because that’s what moms did. “Let her answer.”

      Guess it was finally time to put our cards on the table.

      “I haven’t noticed whatever you’re talking about per se, but I know what’s coming. The sacred glade in Morganberg was recently destroyed.”

      “We are aware, for our own meadow seemed to cry out when it happened, as it has cried out several times since then.”

      Realization hit me. “You’re the alpha female aren’t you? Err, sorry, that’s what we call it in the pack. I meant you’re their mystic, the one who communes with your ... meadow.”

      She inclined her head. “Perceptive for one so young. I am Kaya and you are correct. I am the herd’s speaker.”

      Finally another name. I was on a roll here. Not to mention it was definitely better than referring to her as the other naked lady.

      Kaya looked at me expectantly, so I elaborated a bit. “I also know that it’s going to get worse.”

      She nodded. “We have already begun to sense it. The flow of power through the meadow has diminished, imperceptible to most but my ears can no longer hear the Sky Woman’s voice as clearly as they used to.” Aysha glanced her way, to which Kaya let out a huff. “And no, it’s not just because I’m getting old.”

      Heh. Glad to see their mother/daughter relationship wasn’t all that different from what I knew.

      “You’re right,” I said. “It’s going to get fainter with each window that’s closed, and you’re all likewise going to get weaker. This’ll keep happening until such point as this world is cut off from all the rest, leaving the multiverse to collapse like a hot air balloon on a cold day. Or something like that.”

      Aysha raised an eyebrow. “And you know this how?”

      “Queen Brigid told me when I visited her court.”

      “Oh yeah,” Riva replied. “I’m sure that won’t sound remotely insane.”

      In response Aysha stepped forward and clamped a surprisingly strong hand on my shoulder. “That cannot be.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I noticed her arm was covered in brown fur from the elbow down. Guess the deer folk had figured out the same halfway trick the werewolves used, albeit even more refined as the rest of her remained decisively non-mooselike.

      “Listen, I know how it sounds, but...”

      “Wolves do not worship Brigid,” she hissed, her eyes focused on me with laser like intensity. “They despise her. She is the patron of the Celtic witches. The...”

      “Draíodóir. I’m well aware.”

      “Then you should likewise be aware that she is said to kill on sight any who follow her sworn enemy Valdemar. And yet here you stand, claiming to have spoken to her.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s not quite as true as you’ve been led to believe. And even if it was, I’m kinda agnostic as to who I choose to suck up to.”

      “A heretic wolf?”

      “Mostly by choice, but also a bit by birth.” I pulled free of her grasp. “You asked me what I was earlier. Now I’m telling you. My father may be a werewolf, but my mother is one of the Draíodóir.”

      “How?” Kaya asked.

      “Well,” Riva remarked offhandedly, “when a daddy wolf loves a mommy witch very much a lot of snarling and biting ensues, most of it doggy style.”

      “Gross!” I cried, before remembering I had an audience. “Getting back to your questions. It’s true. As for why I’m here, it’s to warn you that what happened to our window can and likely will happen to yours. Oh yeah, and the thing that comes here looking to burn your meadow to the ground will likely be wearing my friend’s body, the same one standing here beside me now. That about covers it in a nutshell.”

      Screw it. I was better with my fists than diplomacy any day of the week. If these two didn’t like my answers then maybe my next recourse was to beat some sense into them.

      Aysha, for her part, looked like she was debating whether to resume our match from earlier. Kaya, however, stepped up. Though she was shaking her head, the look on her face wasn’t entirely unsympathetic.

      “You should know, child, that we do not hold the Draíodóir to the same level of contempt as the packs of Valdemar. We wage no war against them or the other tribes of magic folk who walk this world.”

      Other tribes?

      “A hybrid such as yourself, however, while not an unheard of thing, does give us pause, as we must consider where such a creature’s loyalties lie.”

      “I’ll try not to take offense at being called a creature, but I can tell you this much. My loyalties lie with my friends, my family, and myself. Oh, and maybe the Bailey U. wrestling squad during regular season.”

      Riva sighed. “I’m sure they really needed to know that last part.”

      “What? I’m just being honest.”

      “So you are,” Kaya replied, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. “I sense many things in you, Tamara – rashness, impatience, and a modicum of ignorance. However, I do not detect deceit in your words.”

      I guess that was a good thing, sort of.

      Aysha, however, wasn’t buying it. “We can’t just accept her words at face value. We...”

      “Do I strike you as a fool, Daughter?”

      I recognized the look on Aysha’s face. It was the same one I usually wore when my mother decided to pull rank. I was beginning to see how it was. Aysha was in charge while in front of the others. But here, with just the two of them, she was reduced to being a mere child before their overbearing parent. That she was clearly older than me let me know that I could continue to enjoy similar situations for years to come. Huzzah.

      “No, Mother.”

      “Good, because I’m not. We won’t accept anything at face value ... at least until Tamara is given a chance to tell us everything she knows, which I trust she will if her mission here is anywhere near as important as she seems to believe.”
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      I told them everything I knew, minus a few personal details. I explained how inadvertently killing my fiancé in the sacred glade had released the first of the voiders into this world – allowing it to take over my friend’s body. For a time, they’d cohabitated, the voider learning about this world while tricking my friend into believing she was living a normal life. It was always there, though, in the background, influencing her, until the day I confronted my aunt in the glade.

      Carly and I had fought. She was seeking the glory of Queen Brigid while I was just trying to get my parents back – not realizing that every drop of blood I spilled came that much closer to releasing more of Possessed Riva’s kind into this world. The final act, killing my aunt, had been the catalyst for their emergence, leading to the destruction of the glade and also sorta fucking over the world – at least if Brigid was to be believed.

      Either way, once I started talking, the words came more freely, resulting in my giving them more detail than I’d initially intended.

      I don’t know why I felt the need to share, especially to strangers. Maybe it was because they’d actually been willing to listen rather than immediately cast judgement. Or maybe it was because I had a hard time imagining these deer people as opportunistic backstabbers. Whatever the case, I quickly brought them up to speed.

      When I was finished, both Kaya and Aysha gave each other a look before shifting into their beast forms – making me wonder if I was going to be forced to pummel sentient wildlife again.

      However, the two of them – moose and deer – simply stood there, doing nothing but grunting back and forth at each other.

      “Any idea what they’re saying?” Riva asked.

      “No, but I get the feeling that’s purposeful.”

      “Kinda rude.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but I wasn’t about to give voice to that thought. No point in starting a fight over this, yet anyway.

      Fortunately, they changed back a few minutes later, having apparently finished whatever discourse they were engaged in, once again leaving me standing in a field with a ghost and two nudists. Tell me that wasn’t a bar joke waiting to happen.

      “You weave an interesting story, Tamara of Morganberg,” Aysha said. The cadence of her voice told me she would’ve happily sent my ass packing, but had apparently gotten talked into doing otherwise. “It is one we must ... discuss with the herd before considering.”

      “But...”

      Kaya held up a hand. “It’s simply the way things are done. You have to understand that you’re not the first to come here looking for our meadow.”

      “I’m not?”

      She shook her head. “Places of power will always attract those seeking to make it their own. Ours is no different.” I opened my mouth to speak, but she wasn’t finished. “I don’t believe that’s your intention here, but we’ve been burned in the past. Trust doesn’t come easy to the deer folk.”

      “Especially not around the interstate,” Riva muttered.

      I threw her some side-eye which didn’t go unnoticed.

      “Your friend has something to add?” Aysha asked.

      I waved her off, though. “No. She’s just extra chatty at times.”

      “I see.”

      Oh yeah, we were definitely going to have a talk once we got back to the car about the right and wrong time for distractions.

      “We will take your request back with us,” Kaya continued, throwing a nod her daughter’s way, “to be discussed by the matriarch and her advisors.”

      “This needs to be more than just discussed...”

      “I don’t disagree,” Kaya interrupted. “And as such I will be the one to carry your words to our council. I will serve as your voice.”

      Aysha let out a knowing sigh, dropping her measured formality for a moment. “She can be quite persuasive, trust me on this. Your argument is in very good hands. This is simply the way we do things here.”

      I wanted to argue, but I also knew that was likely to do nothing more than make me some new enemies, and my dance card was already pretty full. “So what now?”

      “Now, we ask that you respect our territory until we make a decision on our course of action.” For the first time since meeting me, Aysha lifted the corners of her mouth in the barest of grins. “Our fawn at Bailey University has your scent. Should we need you, we know where to find you.”

      In other words, don’t call us, we’ll call you.
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      “That could’ve gone better.”

      “It could have also gone a lot worse,” Riva said from the passenger seat, making me wonder for a moment what would happen if I slammed on the brakes.

      “No thanks to you.”

      “I can’t help it if I have opinions.”

      “You’re just lucky they didn’t hear them.”

      She shrugged. “I gotta admit, Bent, I was kind of hoping they did. The fact that they even knew I was there...”

      She trailed off, looking wistfully out the window as we drove back to campus. It had been a full month since we’d returned from the Garden, home of the fae queen – me with my parents, Riva without her body. In that time, the only other person who’d been able to sense her had been Ralph Johnson, the police chief of High Moon as well as its resident mystic guardian.

      My friend had tried to make the most of it at first, mainly by sneaking around my dormitory and getting into everyone else’s business. She’d also helped me out with a quiz or two, not that I was about to admit that in public. Problem was, living life as an invisible, intangible girl was a good way to go insane.

      There was also the matter of her being tied to me. Riva and I were somehow connected on a spiritual level, likely Brigid’s doing. More specifically, as my friend explained it, the further she got from me the more it became like walking through thick mud. Her limit seemed to be about a hundred feet in any direction before she was stopped dead in her tracks and forced to turn back.

      So it wasn’t like she could ditch me to go see a movie or window shop in town.

      The thing was, I could see by her look that even being sensed had given her hope, and I had a feeling hope was something we all needed right then.

      “We’ll find a way to make you seen and heard,” I told her, subconsciously reaching up and touching the pendant around my neck – a gift by my mother, made of a rare metal and in the shape of a monarch butterfly.

      “And if we don’t?”

      “Then we’ll find the fucker inhabiting your body and kick its ass.” I left off the unspoken maybe, as the truth was I had no idea if that was even possible.

      “Just don’t break anything I might want to use later.”

      “No promises,” I said, chuckling nervously.

      Truth be told, I wasn’t looking forward to a rematch with the voider inside her body. Last time we’d tangled, she’d utterly wiped the floor with a combined Draíodóir / werewolf offensive before shunting me to another reality with barely a wave of her hand.

      While in the Garden, Brigid had tried to fill my head with some garbage about me being the only one who could stand up to these things. However, considering how well I’d fared so far, I had a feeling she was full of shit. Hell, if I was being perfectly honest with myself, I’d have sooner mouthed off to her high and mightiness than face Possessed Riva again.

      Too bad I likely had no choice in the matter. The gods blamed me for releasing these creatures from the void between dimensions. These voiders were apparently hell-bent on ensuring they didn’t go back by way of destroying the tethers connecting the multiverse, or some such crap. It was all Greek to me. All I knew was that I’d been ordered to stop these things or else.

      An uncomfortable silence settled into the sedan, as both of us no doubt went down the rabbit hole of chasing our respective demons. So, rather than continue, I reached toward the radio only for Riva’s hand to intercept mine, causing the slightest feeling of pins and needles.

      “Relax. I’m not putting on country or anything.”

      “It’s not that,” she said, staring out the front. “Do you feel it?”

      “Feel what?”

      She shook her head and let out a sigh, an interesting expression for someone lacking lungs. “I’ll take that as a no. It’s ... hard to explain. All of a sudden, though, it feels like someone’s walking over my grave.”

      It was a poor choice of words, especially considering what had happened to Riva’s parents. “What is it? Is it another of those windows?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      Riva’s portal sense, as I’d come to call it, had mostly been a constant since she’d realized what it was. However, there’d been one moment about two weeks back when it had seemed to go haywire.

      All she would say was that a window had appeared from seemingly nowhere, flaring up like a supernova. When I’d asked her where it was, she’d said somewhere down in the Caribbean. Checking the news afterward, I saw that whatever she’d sensed seemed to coincide with a series of storms that had battered the southeastern seaboard, shutting down boat traffic and airline service.

      Sadly, my bank account wasn’t quite up to the task for some tropical investigation. That was fine, though. Whatever it was, it seemingly ended soon after. When I next asked Riva about it, she simply shook her head and said it was gone, as if it had never been there to begin with.

      Likely it was yet another portal that had fallen victim to the voiders, and in an awesome vacation spot no less. It was like these things had no shame.

      Regardless, aside from that one glitch in the matrix, there’d been no other events of note ... at least until now.

      Riva inclined her head for a moment before her eyes opened wide. “No. This isn’t like last time. I’m not getting a sense of location or anything like that. It’s just...”

      “Just what?”

      “For a second, I could’ve sworn I felt a breeze against my skin.”
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      Riva continued experiencing intermittent levels of sensation as we made our way back to Bailey University. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but as we parked and headed toward Lucien Hall I said a silent prayer that my roommate Portia wasn’t in. She’d already caught me talking to Riva more than once and I didn’t need her giving me any more pity stares while we tried to figure out what was...

      “Yo, Bent! Wait up!”

      I turned to see Justin Helferman heading our way. He was captain of the Bailey U. wrestling squad, a good friend, and just so happened to be the only other human beside Riva to know my secret – having helped me on the few occasions when the weirdness of the world had intersected with my college life.

      “Dick under glass alert,” Riva said coyly.

      “Will you stop saying that?” I hissed.

      “Why? He’s cute and obviously into you.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. She wasn’t wrong on the cute part. Justin had a bit of a Chris Evans vibe to him after all, but still... “We’re just friends. I saved him from a mananan ... a Filipino vampire, and he’s helped me out with a few other things since then.”

      “Helping you achieve orgasm could be one of those things.”

      “Will you stop? Besides, he’s graduating this year.”

      “Even better,” she said as he caught up to us. “You can fuck his brains out no strings attached and afterward be the one who got away.”

      I ignored her, turning to face him – noting a few beads of sweat trickling down from his blond hair. Maybe he’d just come from the gym. “Hey, Justin.”

      “Hey,” he panted. “Been looking all over for you.”

      “Don’t blow this, Bent,” Riva said, sounding far too happy to be living vicariously through me.

      “Will you shut up?”

      Justin raised an eyebrow. “Riva?”

      “Yeah.” Oh, it was so nice to have at least one person on campus I could talk to about this stuff.

      He nodded. “Good, this is about her.”

      “It is?” we both asked simultaneously.

      He turned and took a look around before replying, “You’re not gonna believe this, but I saw her.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Remember how you showed me some pictures of her on Instagram? Well, I was heading back to my room from dinner and I saw her.”

      “That’s not possible. Riva’s been with me.”

      “I kinda figured as much. But whoever I saw was the spitting image of her, like her twin or something.”

      Twin? No way. It can’t be. Not here. “Are you sure?”

      “Positive. I may suck with names, but I’m good with faces.”

      I glanced Riva’s way. The fact that she wasn’t making a sucking face joke said a lot about the seriousness of the situation.

      “Why didn’t he say something earlier?” she asked.

      “She wants to know why you didn’t tell us sooner.”

      He let out a sigh. “Are you kidding? I’ve been trying to call you for the last hour. Let me guess, someone left their phone in their room so they could go snoop around without their mom finding out.”

      “Stay out of my brain, man.”

      “Too late,” he said with a grim chuckle. “Anyway, I thought you should know.”

      “I appreciate it.” Too bad I could already feel a cold chill working its way up my spine, even as I tried to convince myself he must be mistaken. I mean, I’d once been certain I’d spied a cousin on campus, only to realize later it was nothing but a close lookalike.

      In that case, I wouldn’t have minded since I liked my cousins. When it came to Possessed Riva, though, it was the opposite. Though she was wearing my best friend’s skin, she was in actuality a creature so alien that the gods themselves feared her and her ilk.

      “You okay?” Justin asked. “The look on your face is telling me you’re either worried or you ate one too many cafeteria burritos.”

      I shook my head. “Once was enough for me to learn that lesson.”

      “Sounds like a story to me,” Riva replied.

      “Yeah, one I’m never telling anyone.”

      Justin raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Fortunately, having seen at least a bit of the weirdness this world had to offer, he’d quickly acclimated to me having an invisible friend.

      “It’s nothing,” I lied, ignoring the look Riva was giving me. “I was just thinking about the group of shifters we met. Weredeer, if you can believe it.”

      “Don’t forget the big one,” Riva said.

      “And a weremoose, too.”

      “Seriously?” he replied. “Like, how does that even make sense?”

      “No idea. Didn’t ask. All I know is they seemed willing to at least hear me out, which is more than I can say for my other efforts so far.”

      “You should’ve let me come.”

      I shook my head. “They were already antsy enough about me trespassing and ignoring all their deer pee markers. Not sure what would’ve happened if I’d brought company.”

      Thankfully, he opted to overlook the deer pee part. “Fair enough, although if you ever need backup I’m there for you. You know that, right?”

      I nodded.

      “And you don’t have to worry about me either. I may not have werewolf powers, but I can sure as hell lock up an opponent better than you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “In your dreams.”

      “Anytime you want to go, just let me know.”

      Riva stepped in front of me. “Seriously, Bent, you need to invite this guy up to your room. Because if that isn’t an open invitation for hot sex then I don’t know what is.”

      Sadly, it was far easier to ignore her than to keep a blush from rising to my cheeks.

      “Um, anyway,” I said, trying to sidestep that minefield, “thanks for letting me know.”

      “Of course. I’ve got your back.”

      “Back, front, it’s all good with me,” Riva remarked.

      It was all I could do to bite my tongue. I swear, I probably needed to be far away when Riva finally got her body back, lest I be utterly destroyed in the crazed orgy that was sure to follow.

      “Just do me a favor,” I said. “If you see her again, keep your distance. If it really is her, she’s dangerous.”

      He nodded before turning away. “No worries. Trust me when I say, if you tell me it’s dangerous then I know it must be dangerous. Already learned that lesson the hard way.”

      “Speaking of hard...”

      “I’ll catch you later,” I replied, talking over Riva despite knowing he couldn’t hear her. Then, as we headed into the dorm, I muttered, “Do you mind?”

      “If it’ll help you finally get laid then not at all.”
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      Fortunately, Riva cooled it by the time we were heading up the stairs.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, before realizing the stupidity of such a question. “I meant...”

      “Am I still feeling? Yeah. It’s weird. It’s like the closer we got to campus, the more it felt like I had a body again ... except none of the stuff I’m feeling matches what I’m around. Like right now, I’m walking but it feels like I’m sitting down.”

      “Do you think...?”

      “It could be her? I don’t know. But you heard Justin.”

      I nodded, noting her lack of sexual innuendo. That meant she was as worried as I was. “Okay, let’s see if my room is empty. If not, maybe we can find a spot in the student lounge to talk this through.”

      “Sounds good.”

      There was no way I could deal with both this and Portia right now. She hadn’t been my first choice for a roommate. However, due to another friend transferring earlier in the year, I’d been tossed back into the random assignment pool.

      Hell, for a while there I’d been convinced she was secretly a rampaging monster that had been haunting the campus. Good thing I hadn’t punched her lights out, since in the end I’d been wrong on that assumption. We were mostly cool these days, even if it was painfully obvious we’d never really be friends.

      All thoughts of my roommate were quickly pushed aside, though, as I opened the door and had to do a double take, as Riva was already sitting in Portia’s desk chair.

      “How’d you get in here before...?”

      I trailed off as I realized she hadn’t. Riva, my Riva anyway, was still next to me, her eyes wide open and staring.

      Oh no!

      I did a doubletake, realizing my mistake in an instant. My Riva was still clad in the golden Amazonian gear she’d received during our time in the Garden. The person seated in the chair not only wore her hair differently, letting her long black locks cascade down over her shoulders, but she was wearing a simple white sundress – minus any shoes, despite it being the dead of winter in a dorm with shitty baseboard heating.

      The woman before me was no ghost, but I also knew deep down she – it – wasn’t human either, despite wearing my best friend’s skin.
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      “Where’s Portia?” I asked, probably the absolute least important question at that moment.

      “Not here,” Possessed Riva said, opening up the closest drawer and looking through my roommate’s possessions.

      “Did you...?”

      “Kill her?” she interrupted dispassionately, reminding me she was capable of reading my thoughts. “I saw no need. However, her attempts to bar me from entry rapidly grew tiresome. So I sent her elsewhere.”

      “Elsewhere?”

      “Fear not, child,” she replied nonchalantly. “It is quite possible she may return one day ... as did you.”

      “Give me back my fucking body, you cunt,” Riva snarled, stepping forward – surprisingly brave considering what we were up against. Then again, this thing had already taken everything from her. What more did she have to lose?

      “You are thinking of your lost friend,” Possessed Riva said to me. “I would not bother. Her soul is in the hands of the fae queen, and she is not known for her hospitality.”

      “What the fuck? I’m right here,” Riva cried, getting right in her own face. “Don’t you even think about ignoring me.”

      If the creature possessing her body noticed, though, she gave no indication of it.

      “Wait,” I said. “Can ... can you see her?”

      “See her?” Possessed Riva raised an eyebrow. “I could, but there is little reason to expend the effort. The one you shared this somewhat pedestrian room with will either survive by her own wits or not. Her fate is her own concern, not mine.”

      “I wasn’t talking about...”

      “But I was curious to see if you had returned from that realm,” she continued, still ignoring Riva who was busy throwing ineffective punches at her face. “I trust you were able to save your parents, as was your desire.”

      I nodded, trying to understand what was going on.

      “And what about the lycanthrope? Did you finally manage to ... what were your thoughts at the time? Ah yes, fuck his brains out?”

      “Y-you mean David?” I asked, speaking of the beta male of the Morganberg pack. “No. We haven’t...”

      “But you still wish to,” she said. “I can hear the desperate yearning in the back of your mind.”

      “I’m not desperate.”

      She inclined her head. “I see. There’s another you are considering. Tell me, do you wish to mate with both of them at once?”

      Riva turned my way. “I knew I was right about Justin!”

      “Shut up,” I told her.

      Possessed Riva shrugged. “It is of little matter to me. I was simply curious.”

      Riva finally stepped back, waving a hand in front of the voider’s face – her own face – causing no reaction at all. “I don’t think she knows I’m here, Bent.”

      It was definitely starting to look that way. Either that or she simply didn’t care. It had to be the latter since my thoughts had clearly turned my friend’s way since entering the room, yet this creature had barely acknowledged it.

      “Creature,” Possessed Riva echoed, standing up – her hair swaying despite there being no breeze in the room. “Such a crude phrasing, but I suppose to one such as you I must seem strange. Nevertheless, it matters little. Titles are transitory, as are most considerations of the mortal world. Speaking of which, are your parents well?”

      “They’re fine. Wait, why do you even care?”

      “You wished to save them. I made that possible. It seems only ... natural that I seek knowledge as to whether you were successful.”

      This was somehow teetering on the thin line between terrifying and bonkers. This ... thing had just confessed to zapping my roommate to god-knows where, and now it wanted to make small talk about my parents?

      “Regardless, I am ... pleased to hear that,” she continued. “I had hoped you would be successful.”

      “Wait, you did what now?”

      She turned and stepped toward the window. “I will admit, it seems strange to me as well. Perhaps it is merely gratitude for releasing us, but some lingering part of me cares that you are happy.”

      “I didn’t say I was happy. You stole my friend’s body.”

      Possessed Riva glanced back at me. “I had need of it and she willingly offered its use. Should I have turned her down and left her to her fate instead?”

      “Maybe,” Riva replied softly from next to me.

      “No!” I snapped, remembering what had happened to her parents, what had almost happened to her. “No.”

      “You should know that I did not choose that fate for her,” Possessed Riva said. “I simply interceded, forestalling her destiny for another day.”

      “And I’m supposed to be grateful for that?” Riva asked.

      I understood her anger, but it was hard to deny a part of me was exactly that – grateful. I’d left Riva and her parents in a bunker owned by the Crendel family, thinking they’d be okay as werewolves stormed High Moon under my uncle’s command. It had been a fatal mistake on my part, one which had led to the deaths of everyone else there. Riva would have been among them had this creature not stepped in.

      Selfish as it was for me to even think it, I’d sooner have Riva with me, even as a ghost, than to be left with the knowledge that she’d been lost to me that day.

      I said none of that, but fully expected my best friend’s possessed meat suit to bring it up, since she seemed to like plucking stuff outta my mind – but she merely turned back toward the window instead.

      “So ... how have you been?”

      Riva and I shared a glance before I addressed the usurper in her body. “Excuse me?”

      “I wish to know if you have been well.”

      I took a step toward her, albeit with no intention of attacking since I knew how that would likely play out. “Why would you even ask that?”

      “Is that not what your species does when confronting another whom they care about?”

      “Okay, now you’re losing me here,” Riva said.

      “Me, too.”

      Possessed Riva turned back and raised an eyebrow. “So, you feel the same kinship I do? This pleases me in a way I cannot easily quantify.”

      “If you think I care...”

      “Stop, Bent!” Riva interrupted. “Something weird is going on here. Just run with it.”

      “But...”

      “Trust me on this. I have a hunch.”

      Even if Possessed Riva couldn’t see or hear my friend, she certainly noticed me sputtering like an idiot. It was time to heed Riva’s advice and maybe see where this was going. With any luck I could maybe minimize any further casualties or impromptu banishment to other planes of existence.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I just ... found myself speechless for a moment there.”

      “I must admit, these feelings are new to me too. It is difficult to express them. Where I am from such things are unknown. There is merely existence coupled with a constant desire to be free. But things are different here. I had thought our business concluded, the tithe paid. I expected us to be enemies, as my kind were with the other who was born so very long ago.”

      Brigid had said as much. While hybrids weren’t unknown in the world of the weird, something like me was. Due to the rather unique circumstances around my parents’ first ... boning, I wasn’t just their child. Somehow a small part of me was from these creatures – entities who existed in the void between worlds.

      I’d been told such a thing had happened only once before, almost leading to the destruction of all reality. Lucky me, now it was apparently my turn.

      Too bad I should’ve buried those thoughts deeper as one corner of Possessed Riva’s mouth raised in a grin. “She told you, didn’t she – the fae queen? Yet, despite that, here we are, having a pleasant conversation.”

      Pleasant wasn’t exactly the word I’d have used, but I forced myself to push that away. Riva was right. Something strange was going on, meaning it was perhaps in my best interest to keep things friendly for now. “She did. But like you said, here we are.” I cocked my head. “Wait. Why are you here anyway? How did you even know I was...?”

      “The other’s memories. Despite excising her from this body, bits and pieces remain, snippets that appear in my thoughts unbidden. Yet, I find them not altogether unpleasant as they are fragments of another life, perhaps a better one.”

      So that was it. Much like how Riva was able to tune in to find the thin spots, apparently there was a bit of a two-way street at play. Possessed Riva remembered some of my friend’s thoughts. Hell, if anything she seemed to be obsessing over them.

      Maybe that was the key to ending this – do nothing and wait for the voiders to realize being human was better than collapsing the multiverse.

      There’s no way it could be that easy. Could it? Even if it was, there was still the minor problem of getting this thing to vacate the premises so Riva could move back in. Still...

      I bit my tongue for this next part. “Well, if that’s the case then I’m glad you stopped by.”

      “It only made sense,” she replied. “There is another window close to here. We ... the others seek its destruction, but those protecting it are nothing. They do not require my assistance for this task, so I sought to visit you instead.”

      What the fuck?

      “Wait, did she just say...?”

      I interrupted my friend to basically ask the same thing. “Another window?”

      Aysha and her mom!

      “It is of little consequence, child,” Possessed Riva said. “Even now I can feel the life force of the window’s defenders slipping away, one by one. Soon it will be over and we will be that much closer to freeing ourselves for all eternity. Once that happens, the true work will begin, reshaping this world to our liking.” She paused for a moment. “Although, I find myself liking it the way it currently is ... minus perhaps the vast majority of the mortal chattel.”

      I began to back away. We needed to get out there. If Possessed Riva was right, the time to warn the deer folk was over. I’d been too late. But maybe I could still do something to...

      “I won’t try to stop you,” the voider said, plucking the thought from my mind like an apple from a tree. “But you should know your efforts will make no difference. Wouldn’t it be better to stay here and pass a few pleasant hours together rather than rage against the inevitable?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Possessed Riva was at least good to her word. She didn’t try to stop us as I grabbed my phone and ran from the room with my friend beside me. Interestingly enough, even in parting she gave no indication she was aware Riva’s spirit was there. Either she was the master of not giving a shit or couldn’t actually sense her.

      Whatever the reason, my last view of her was as I raced out of my dorm – stopping for a brief moment to look back. She was still there, watching me from the window. Hell, she even gave me a wave goodbye. Talk about fucking creepy.

      Hopefully with me gone, there was no reason for her to stick around and endanger anyone else like she’d done to Portia. My roommate and I hadn’t exactly been best friends, but I still found myself hoping that wherever she ended up was kinder than my trip to the Garden had been. Unfortunately, I had absolutely no way of knowing where she was or in what condition, much less how to help her.

      What I could do, though, was try to keep others from meeting the same fate.

      The second I got into my car I activated the hands-free connection for my phone, ordering it to send Justin a text – informing him of what happened and emphasizing how important it was for him to stay away from that creature should he see her again.

      Hopefully the thoughts she’d plucked from my head gave her no reason to go after him, but better safe than sorry.

      The only question was whether she’d stick around waiting for my return, and if so what might happen then.

      I pushed that thought from my head as I drove north toward the field of infinite dreams, or whatever the fuck the deer people had called it. Goddamn it all! I must’ve just missed the voiders. Either that or they’d waited for me to leave, although I couldn’t see much reason for that. So far as I could tell, despite Brigid’s words, I was about as much of a threat to them as a field mouse to a leopard.

      That didn’t mean I would sit back and let those poor weredeer die without at least trying. I’d told them what they were up against and got the impression their mystic Kaya believed me. But knowing and being prepared were two different things.

      I could only hope my warning had at least left them paranoid enough to be on guard.

      “Please be like real deer.”

      “What’s that?” Riva asked from the passenger seat.

      “I’m just hoping Aysha and her crew are as skittish as their woodland counterparts. If so, maybe some of them got away.”

      “You heard what that bitch said,” my friend replied, sounding as if she didn’t have much hope, “about feeling their life force slipping away.”

      “Maybe she was just being a dick.”

      Riva nodded. “No doubt on that one.”

      “What was up with her anyway?”

      “Fuck if I know, Bent. I’m still not sure if she was ignoring me or had no clue I was there.”

      I glanced her way but only for a moment, not wanting to wrap my mom’s sedan around a tree as I sped north. Fat load of good I’d do anyone if that happened. “It’s weird. I mean, even if she couldn’t see you, it’s not like I wasn’t thinking about you being there. She should’ve been able to pull that thought right out of my head like she did every other one.”

      “Tell me about it. And is it me, or was she trying real hard to be extra chummy with you?”

      “Trying and failing,” I replied. “We’re talking one step away from telling me to put the lotion on my skin or I’d get the hose again.”

      I suppressed a shudder, trying to focus on the road until Riva placed her spectral hand over mine.

      “It’s okay to be afraid you know. Hell, I’m sort of glad I don’t have a butt to crap my pants with, or actual pants for that matter, because I probably would have.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I told her. “You were pretty brave back there, braver than me.”

      “Don’t confuse angry with brave.”

      “Maybe so, but I have a feeling either will do in a pinch.”
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      I parked the sedan, having driven it as far as I dared without running the risk of shredding the tires. The moment I stepped out into the night air, though, I knew something was wrong.

      The darkness was pretty absolute out there in the middle of nowhere and sadly my eyes hadn’t gotten an upgrade along with the rest of me. Far as nighttime was concerned, I was still blind as the proverbial bat. Where my sight failed, however, my nose more than made up for it.

      It was the space of a second for me to pick up the distinct smell of blood, a lot of it. Hell, the air practically reeked of its scent.

      No!

      Mere moments later, my ears began to pick up faint sounds – ragged breathing, like the final gasps of the dying.

      Riva wasn’t any better off in the dark than I was, her ghostly powers pretty much limited to walking through walls and being invisible. However, as we crossed the field she was the first to notice something up ahead.

      “Do you see that?”

      There was a slight incline between us and where the farmhouse had been, little more than a gentle rolling hill, but as we neared the top I caught sight of it, too – a flickering orange light as if something in the distance was burning. “Come on!”

      My nose screamed a warning for me to stop as we crested the top of the hill.

      Before leaving the car I’d grabbed the emergency flashlight from the glove compartment, but had pocketed it so as to not give away my position. I instinctively knew what was ahead of us, but also realized I needed to see how bad it was.

      I flicked on the light and immediately wished I hadn’t.

      In front of me lay the girl I’d spoken to, the one who’d lived in Kessler Hall. Sadly, both her college career and life had been cut short – her body neatly bisected as if by a surgeon’s scalpel.

      “Oh my God!” Riva cried.

      My gut clenched, but it was only partially because of what we were looking at. I’d seen death before. Heck, I’d been the cause of some of it. But I’d only seen someone killed like this once before.

      It had been just before being banished to the Garden. Possessed Riva had crashed the peace conference I was officiating between the Draíodóir and my pack. Clay Byrne, my childhood physician and perhaps the only person alive to fully understand my condition, had been her first victim. She’d made the barest of gestures, only for the top of his head to simply fall off, as if it had been unglued from the rest of him.

      It had been perhaps the single most terrifying thing I’d ever seen, the memory of it growing worse each night as I lay there trying to sleep. To be able to kill someone in such a manner, to make them literally fall apart like that. How could you defend against something that could do that to a person?

      “Look!”

      Much as I wanted to ignore Riva, I couldn’t. The girl, whose name I hadn’t even learned, wasn’t alone. As I lifted the flashlight higher, I saw the ground ahead of us was littered with corpses. Some were in their human forms, others were still deer. One pathetic creature had been killed halfway through the transformation, his life erased in the few seconds when he was neither man nor beast.

      All the bodies, the ones I could see anyway, were facing in the same direction. That told me it had been quick. It spoke less of a battle and more perhaps of an initial charge into battle that had been cut short with complete and utter finality.

      I’d come out here hoping to help, but it was clear there was little I could do, save try to avenge them.

      “Come on, Bent. W-we should get moving. Maybe there are still others out there.”

      She was right, even if my gut told me otherwise.

      Cresting the rise, I made out the form of the farmhouse far more easily than I should have. It was silhouetted in flames rising up from within. Despite that, I smelled no smoke, telling me this was no normal fire.

      It was what stood nearby the farmhouse that caused me to hesitate, though. Four, maybe five figures, all staring at the blaze – unmoving save for the hands they each had raised toward the abandoned building.

      “Holy shit,” Riva said. “They’re killing it.”

      I almost asked what she meant by that, but her meaning became clear a moment later. Faint whispers began to fill my head, all coming from that direction. The meadow of infinite mysteries – still a dumb name – had been activated and was now crying out.

      Though I couldn’t make out the words, their meaning was crystal clear. It was the same thing I’d felt the few times I’d been unlucky enough to step foot in the sacred glade that had been in the hollows. They spoke of violence and bloodlust to come.

      In the past it had horrified me, especially once I’d seen what could happen when I gave into it. Now, though, it was almost a relief, pushing aside the fear that had been wrapped around my gut like a love-struck anaconda.

      Riva had been right earlier about not confusing anger with bravery. But right then I was happy to take what I could...

      The flashlight winked out and it took me a second or two to realize why. As I let the voices from the portal fill my head with the red haze of rage, I’d crushed it in my hand like the cheap plastic it was.

      It was time to see what else I could do while in this mindset.

      “What do you say we go kill these fuckers?”
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      Turned out I wasn’t the only one with that idea.

      As I charged forward, leaving Riva in the dust, there came an angry snort from somewhere off to the left.

      The night was partly overcast and the light from the fire, if that’s even what it was, only stretched so far, so I couldn’t see much. My ears were more than sharp enough, however, to pick up the heavy beat of hooves as they closed in.

      Either the voiders didn’t consider Aysha a threat or they were too captivated with what they were doing. Whatever the case, they didn’t move as her massive form charged out of the darkness, slamming into them one by one and scattering their bodies like bowling pins.

      As this happened, the flames inside the farmhouse flared up and changed colors, turning from an angry red to a dark blue.

      Aysha stomped on the last of the voiders then shifted back to her human form, the transformation over before I’d barely covered a quarter of the distance remaining.

      “Now, mother!” she cried.

      I spied a crouching form rise from its nearby hiding spot and then dash forward, straight into the inferno.

      What the?

      Aysha wasn’t finished yet. She turned in my direction, staring directly at me as if it were broad daylight out. “Tamara of Morganberg,” she cried. “If you are indeed our ally as you have claimed, then fight beside me to defend this place. If not, then may the Sky Woman curse you and all those you...”

      She never got to finish the threat.

      As the last word left her mouth, her head simply toppled from her shoulders as if it wasn’t attached, hitting the ground and rolling a few feet before falling still.

      “No!”

      The rage within me turned once more to horror as her body stood where it was a moment longer, as if not realizing it had been killed. Then it fell over to join the rest of her.

      “Futile and foolish,” a voice said, one of the voiders as it picked itself up off the ground.

      As I got closer, forcing my legs to keep moving despite wanting to go in any other direction, I realized the voider was a balding, middle-aged man, or at least its body was – about the least threatening form I could imagine.

      And yet Aysha was still dead, the creature having seemingly expended more energy standing up than it had killing her.

      I must’ve had rocks in my head to think I stood a chance.

      The others likewise rose from the ground. Had this been a cheesy low budget movie, every one of them would’ve either been a big breasted model or chiseled hunk. Reality, however, was vastly different. At least nobody could accuse these things of body shaming when it came to choosing a form.

      Likewise, nobody could accuse them of being anything but utterly terrifying as they all turned my way and simultaneously spoke as one. “Your part in this is over, child.”

      All of them speaking at once, like rejects from The Stepford Wives, caused me to skid to a halt maybe thirty feet short of them.

      “There is no need for you to bear witness,” they continued. “You have done your part and served us well.”

      “T-the only thing I’m serving here is my fist up your asses.”

      My threat started as a scared sputter, but thankfully those whispers in my head were growing louder than ever, pushing my fear away with the promise of violence to come.

      “We are here because of you. This cannot be undone.”

      “Maybe not, but let’s give it a try anyway. Now how about you chucklefucks step away from the...”

      My words were cut short by a roar of rage that came from inside the now blue inferno – a bellowing cry that cut through the air, making my threats sound laughable in comparison.

      “What the hell is that?” Riva asked, finally catching up to me.

      “Fuck if I know.”

      A scant moment later, though, the answer was given form as something rose amidst the flames – something that was neither human, deer, or moose.

      The voiders seemed not to notice it, continuing to stare at me as if I were stark naked with a sign stapled to my chest reading, “Come and get it.” All the while, a nightmare was being birthed behind them – as a creature stepped from the blue flames and crashed through the front of the dilapidated farmhouse.

      It wore a massive spread of antlers atop its head, a good eight feet wide, but that’s where its resemblance to any deer ended. It was bipedal, at least ten feet tall with long spindly arms that ended in claws. Greyish-brown fur covered it, except for its head which resembled nothing less than a grossly extended skull just barely covered by miscolored flesh – like someone had tried to graft a crocodile’s head onto this thing.

      Jesus fuck.

      “Wendigo,” Riva whispered.

      I glanced her way, forcing my eyes off the monstrosity for a moment. “What?”

      “It’s ... a Native American legend.”

      “How did you...?”

      “Saw it in a horror movie once. Scared the shit out of me. This thing kind of looks like it, except with a much better budget.”

      “Not really making me feel better.”

      “Me neither, especially since it’s supposed to crave human flesh.”

      “And here I thought our day couldn’t get worse.”

      The creature lurched forward toward the voiders, but then it stopped at the spot where Aysha had fallen. It looked down upon her body before raising its head and letting loose with another hair-raising shriek.

      “No,” I said, realization sinking in. “That’s Kaya. She’s ... she’s just like Nelly.”

      Grandma Nelly, as she’d preferred to be called, had once been the pack’s alpha female as well as its chief mystic. She’d been in charge of communing with the sacred glade – calling forth the power of Valdemar and bestowing his blessing upon the pack’s leaders, making them even more powerful than they already were.

      Being the pack’s mystic had come with a few extra perks as well. She’d also possessed the ability to transform into the single most terrifying werewolf I’d ever seen, which was saying a lot – a twelve foot terror beast with steak-knife claws.

      Looking at what Kaya had become, I began to suspect other such mystics had similar benefits packages, regardless of who they worshipped.

      There was only one problem with that equation. Terrifying as Nelly had been, she hadn’t been invincible – being tragically cut down by Draíodóir battle magic shortly after we’d met.

      Kaya might have had a lot of power at her disposal, but I had a feeling she stood little chance on her own.
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      “Be careful, Bent!”

      No shit.

      Riva might as well have been telling me to stay dry as I stepped into a downpour. Still, it was nice knowing someone had my back as I prepared to do something stupid.

      I refocused on the herd’s version of the sacred glade, letting in the whispers along with their promise of bloody vengeance.

      Use it, I ordered myself as I raced forward toward the middle aged voider.

      I hauled off with a right cross, putting everything I had into it – letting loose in a way I’d normally be hesitant to.

      Crack!

      Old Voider went flying, his head twisted at an unnatural angle as he left the ground – his spine shattered by my blow.

      Yes!

      “Ooh,” Riva cried. “I hope there’s not another ghost out there waiting to get its body back.”

      “Really?!” Because I obviously needed that weighing on my conscience along with everything else.

      She wasn’t wrong, mind you. At the same time, I didn’t know of any way to be gentle about this. I wasn’t some exorcist. I was an amateur wrestler gifted with enough physical strength to punch out a minivan. Going easy on things wasn’t exactly at the top of my skill set.

      I also had to take into account what holding back could mean. Kaya had pretty much echoed what Brigid had told me. Every portal these monsters closed brought this world one step closer to being cut off from the multiverse. That meant lycanthropes, witches, and other freaks – i.e. humanity’s best defense against the voiders – would likewise continue to grow weaker.

      Well, okay, maybe the humanity’s best defense thing was pushing it a bit.

      Regardless, bad as I might feel for the people these things possessed, I’d probably feel a lot worse if I hesitated long enough to let them unzip my head from my neck.

      Kaya apparently had no such qualms as, across the battlefield, she swung one grossly distended arm at a voider wearing the skin of a young African American woman, spilling her guts onto the ground.

      She then glanced my way, her form so grossly inhuman I wanted to scream, and gave me a single nod before turning to the next in line.

      Holy shit. We might actually be able to do this.

      Sadly, the next instant proved me wrong, though, as some sort of pressure wave hit me like a bus and sent me flying a good twenty feet.

      “Bent!”

      I landed hard, the wind knocked out of me, only to see the culprit – a little old lady of Indian or maybe Pakistani descent – cock her head and give me the barest of smiles.

      “You were told to leave, child. What happens next falls on your shoulders alone.”

      If that wasn’t an ominous threat, I didn’t know what was.

      Across the way, the voider Kaya had taken out stood back up. Her intestines still hung to the ground, but she paid the damage little heed as she simply waved a hand at the deer folk mystic.

      Oh no!

      Fortunately, whether due to her transformation or perhaps the power she was drawing from the thin spot, Kaya wasn’t immediately bisected. Instead, a gash appeared across her chest, causing her to cry out.

      Then, as I pulled myself to my feet, I saw the voider I’d decked likewise getting back up. He straightened his head with his hands, leaving it at a grossly unnatural angle before turning Kaya’s way as well.

      She staggered as another wound opened across her back.

      Then yet another of the creatures turned toward her, this one a man in his late twenties or early thirties.

      In the next instant, Kaya fell to one knee as her thigh was slashed open by their power.

      However resistant to them she might currently be, she was still outnumbered. And, go figure, these assholes couldn’t do us the favor of staying down and playing dead.

      Unfortunately, that left me with no clue how to stop them. Maybe they were like zombies and I had to destroy a specific part to kill them. Which part, though? I had no idea, but it obviously wasn’t their head or torso.

      Guess I could try ripping off their arms and legs next.

      First I had to get to them, and with the voider who’d sent me flying keeping one eye on me, that seemed a daunting task.

      Almost as if reading my mind, the Indian woman threw me a confident grin – one that suggested she could swat me like a fly all night long if need be.

      Pity Kaya didn’t have that long.

      Almost as if in response to my fear, the herd mystic began to float, rising from the ground. The confused expression on her face, however, suggested this wasn’t her doing.

      No, it was two of the voiders – the gutted woman and the twenty-something guy. They both gestured, coinciding with Kaya rising to about fifteen feet above the dead grass – out of range to strike back.

      As this happened, two more of their number – the one whose neck I’d broken and a rather nondescript woman – turned toward the thin spot and raised their hands again.

      As more wounds opened up across Kaya’s body – the voiders obviously playing with her now – the blue flames within the ruined farmhouse began to change, once more turning red.

      That was their gambit, neutralize the threat she represented while working to destroy the thin spot between worlds.

      Not on my watch.

      Scratch that. Apparently, it was on my watch, as I took a single step forward only to once again find myself shoved back, little more than a leaf in the wind against the Indian grandma’s power.

      Damn it! I needed to find a way to close the gap between us. I needed...

      I needed to stop being a goddamned moron.

      While in the land of the fairies, I’d managed to cast my very first spell – a desperate attack that had flash fried a doppelganger where it stood.

      Sadly, it had also been my last spell. At the time, I’d thought it maybe a fluke, a result of being in close proximity to Queen Brigid – patron of the Draíodóir. Since then, well, life had thrown me too many curveballs to focus on it much. That, and my mother had conveniently changed the subject the few times I’d tried to bring it up with her.

      But what if it hadn’t been merely a freak occurrence? After all, I’d inherited plenty of gifts from my father’s side. It stood to reason that my high magic resistance wasn’t the only thing I’d gotten from Mom.

      There was only one way to find out.

      I pointed my hands at the voider holding me at bay and ... realized my mind was completely blank.

      Fuck!

      I’d barely passed high school French and yet there I was trying to recall some fucking Gaelic. How the hell was I supposed to remember Draíodóir spells when I could barely say their name without shredding my tonsils?

      Sadly, the blue flames were starting to be overcome by the red of the voiders’ machinations, all while Kaya’s screams were growing ever more shrill as they continued torturing her.

      Riva was waving her arms, trying to draw some, any, attention her way, but it was a futile effort. She was either invisible to these guys, too, or judged to be no threat.

      Goddamn it! Come on, brain. Give me something to work with here.

      This fight was starting to feel like back when I’d faced my aunt in the hollows, except far worse. At least against her I’d stood a chance. Here, I...

      Wait, Aunt Carly!

      Though I’d been the one to finally finish her off, part of her downfall had been her refusal to cast her spells in Gaelic, using English instead and ticking off her patron goddess just enough to weaken her spells and give me an opening.

      The thing was, weakened or not, her spells had still worked.

      Fuck it. It was time to go for broke.

      I opened my mouth ... only to realize I still had no idea what to say. Gah! “Um ... fire!” Unsurprisingly, nothing happened. “Hands of flame! Fireball?”

      The voider inclined her head as I continued to make a fool of myself. “If you are trying to trick us, it will not work.”

      I had a feeling I’d have better luck pulling out a deck of cards and asking her to pick one.

      By that point, the red flames had almost completely overwhelmed the blue. Once that happened, it was likely all downhill from there. But what could I do?

      Fortunately, whereas my brain was busy being a blank slate, Kaya’s apparently wasn’t. As the voiders continued to torture her midair, she turned her head back toward the destroyed farmhouse and the portal within.

      Raising her arms high she cried out, but it wasn’t a roar of rage or pain. There was a cadence to it, as if she were chanting something in a tongue I couldn’t begin to understand – even as more wounds appeared across her body, her lifeblood dripping to the ground below her.

      What is she doing?

      Several long seconds passed, making me fear it was in vain, but never count a good mystic out. A tendril of power rose up, a finger of blue among all the red. It flashed brightly for a moment before lancing out and striking ... Riva?!

      The fuck?

      My friend cried out in surprise as her body began to glow. Then, in the next instant, each of the voiders turned her way, as if finally noticing she was there.

      “Bent?” she asked, looking down at herself and the blue aura around her.

      Of course! Both Kaya and Aysha had sensed her presence earlier – something to do with their attunement to the thin spot. So, no doubt realizing we were both fucked, Kaya had called upon its power to somehow make Riva visible.

      The only problem was, I had no idea what they could or couldn’t see of her. Was she solid to them, a ghost, or maybe...?

      “So you have finally finished your errand and deigned to join us,” the voider guarding me said. “Such attachment to this world is ... puzzling.”

      Okay, maybe not a ghost. They thought she was their lost member, the one inhabiting my friend’s body.

      Riva, for her part, looked like a ... well, deer in the headlights, at least until I hissed, “Play along.” It wasn’t subtle in the least, but I was hoping that understanding social cues wasn’t a strong point for these assholes.

      “Um ... yes, I have returned from my sacred quest,” she said, sounding not even remotely convincing. Sadly, drama club had never been her thing.

      “Why do you not speak?” the gutted voider, one of those still holding Kaya captive, asked.

      Except she was. They just couldn’t hear her. Kaya’s magic had made Riva visible but not audible.

      Shit!

      “I ... have laryngitis?”

      “This is a ruse, nothing more,” the middle-aged voider said, his voice slurred due to the unnatural angle his head now hung at. “End it.”

      Three of their number, including the one holding me at bay, raised their hands Riva’s way.

      “B-bent?”

      Then they all gestured at once, causing lances of red energy to ripple across Riva’s glowing form – across her arms, torso, and neck.

      No!

      In that same moment the fog cleared from my mind, revealing the words and purpose that had been standing just outside my grasp.

      They would not kill my best friend. Not again.

      “Sèididhteine!”
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      A bright blue inferno lanced out from my hands, like I was wielding a flamethrower full of rocket fuel.

      It slammed into the voider who’d been keeping me in check, instantly engulfing her in hellfire and causing her to stagger back.

      If I was hoping for a scream, though, I was destined to be disappointed.

      Whatever.

      She was too busy burning to a crisp to stop me, allowing me to dash forward to where Riva stood looking down at herself in shock.

      “I-I’m okay, Bent. I’m all right!”

      All right was a questionable concept for someone without a body. Nevertheless, whatever the voiders had just done to her appeared to have had no effect. They’d tried to disassemble her, a difficult prospect when you had no flesh. Kaya’s ruse had...

      Had bought us a few seconds, nothing more.

      As I prepared to rejoin the battle, I realized it was too late. The sides of the farmhouse collapsed, while the space inside flared up bright red, as if it were nothing but a sea of flame.

      Then, in the next instant, it simply winked out.

      It was as if a switch somewhere had been flipped. In less than a second, nothing remained but the foundation of the dilapidated farmhouse – no fire, no smoke, just some broken boards.

      I let out a gasp as the whispers in my mind faded to silence, leaving me alone in my head as darkness once more descended around us.

      “It’s gone,” Riva said. “Like it was never even there.”

      She was right. The place in front of us was no longer anything special, just a beaten down building on an abandoned plot of land, nothing more.

      “No...”

      Kaya! I turned to find her still held aloft by the voiders, the ones holding her captive little more than shadows in the darkness.

      Her body, just barely visible to my eyes, began to shrink, the sound of shifting flesh reaching my supercharged ears.

      And then she simply fell apart. Her arms, legs, and head detached from the rest of her and fell to the ground – dead flesh upon the now sterile meadow.

      “It is done.”

      Five forms stepped forward, all facing me and my friend – most of them burnt or broken in some way, but no less alive than they’d been at the start of the battle.

      I’d accomplished nothing. All I’d done was stall them for a few minutes. Despite everything Brigid had told me, despite her fancy words and all the power I thought at my disposal, it had all been for naught.

      “Your thoughts lie with the faerie queen,” they said as one, plucking it from my head. “So we condemn you to join her once more.”

      No! I didn’t want to go back. I had to stay here. I had to...

      “Take my hand, Tamara.”

      I turned to find Riva reaching out for me. “But...”

      “If you’re going, we’re both going. No argument.”

      I gave her a nod and then took hold of her best I could. The most I could do was grasp at the air in that spot, sensing her presence there as I waited to once again be shunted from this world.

      On the upside, this time I’d make it a point to punch Brigid in her stupid perfect teeth for feeding me a bullshit sandwich and making me believe it was filet mignon.

      “Now go and do not return.”

      I closed my eyes as I waited for the sickening feel of being shoved out of reality, wondering if I’d see the nightmare horrorscape of the Garden’s true form again before the magic of that realm took hold.

      And continued to wait...

      However, nothing happened. When I opened my eyes again, I was still in the meadow with Riva beside me.

      Though I could no longer see the faces of the voiders, I could make out their silhouettes well enough as heads inclined and turned toward one another.

      I couldn’t be certain, but they seemed as confused as I was.

      “How are we still here?” Riva asked.

      “I have no idea.”

      “Well, then what do we do now?”

      On that point at least I had a suggestion. “Run!”
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      “Just go! I’ll catch up.”

      I wasn’t sure whether I was going in the right direction or not. In truth, it probably didn’t matter. I just ran, bringing all the strength within my legs to bear and taking off at a pace that was far beyond what a human could manage.

      I wished to God I could’ve scooped Riva up in my arms and carried her with me, but I had to trust her words as she told me to go. With the portal now closed and Kaya dead, there was a good chance that whatever spell she’d woven on my friend had ended as well. Riva was, in all likelihood, as invisible to the voiders again as she’d been when we’d first arrived.

      Hopefully anyway.

      “Oh shit!” came her cry from somewhere behind me.

      “Riva!”

      “Don’t stop!” she yelled back. “I’m okay. I’ll explain once we’re out of here. Just keep going!”

      I expected to be knocked off my feet and flung through the air or, worse, for my legs to simply fall off as I ran. But none of those things happened as I continued onward, putting perhaps a quarter mile between me and the voiders before I finally had the good sense to let my nose guide me.

      The scents of the field caught in my nostrils – dirt, dust, dead grass, and animal droppings. Then came the rest – the blood of the dead, the burnt flesh of the voider I’d attacked but failed to kill, and then finally the lingering smell of car exhaust.

      There!

      Fortunately, I’d only been a little off in making my mad dash for safety.

      I course corrected and continued onward, listening for the sounds of pursuit.

      Neither my nose nor my ears picked up anything – other than Riva’s occasional surprised shouts. If anything, the scent of burnt flesh was rapidly fading.

      They’re leaving?

      Why wouldn’t they, though? They’d accomplished what they’d set out to do. The meadow of mysteries was gone, another thin spot destroyed, leaving all those who drew their strength from the beyond a little weaker than they’d been before.

      I began to understand why they weren’t giving chase. They’d sent me packing with my tail between my legs. I was no threat to them. Hell, I was a joke.

      Was that why they hadn’t banished me, because I simply wasn’t worth the effort?

      Talk about pouring salt in the wound. Portia had been sent away for no other reason than being in the wrong place at the wrong time. But me? Why bother?

      But if so then why the confusion on their part afterward? I mean, these things weren’t the most emotional creatures I’d ever seen, but I’d have at least expected some scornful shade thrown in my direction – one last boot in the ass just to rub it in.

      Something didn’t add up. I mean, yes, I’d gotten my ass handed to me. But still...

      I shook my head. Now wasn’t the time for deep thoughts on this subject. Now was the time to get the fuck out of Dodge and consider my next move.

      Fortunately, I soon made out the dark silhouette of my car. Pulling the keys from my pocket, I unlocked the doors, causing the headlights to flash and momentarily dispel the darkness. I won’t lie. A part of me expected to find myself surrounded by the broken bodies of the voiders as they closed in, but I was alone.

      For a minute or so anyway.

      “Hold up, Bent!”

      I opened the driver’s side door and turned on the high-beams, illuminating the field ahead – empty save for my friend doing her best to run my way.

      “Are you okay?” I asked once she finally caught up.

      She stopped and bent over, hands on her knees. Then she stood up straight again, a look of confusion on her face. “Hah. I expected to be breathing hard, but I guess you need lungs for that to work.”

      “I guess. What happened back there? You were...”

      “Yelling? Yeah, I know. Sorry about that. It just caught me by surprise.”

      “What? Was it them or...?”

      She shook her head and actually let out a laugh. “No. I must’ve reached the end of my leash as you were speeding off, because suddenly I found myself dragged through the air like you were a runaway horse and I was holding the reins.”

      Oh. That explained it then.

      “Damn, girl, you can haul ass,” she said with a chuckle.

      “Thanks. Speaking of which, get yours in the car.”
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      I suppose it wouldn’t have mattered if Riva got in the car or not. From the sound of things, she’d have just been dragged along like some kind of spectral water skier. It made me wonder how she was even able to get in the car when she simply passed through most solid objects. It was the old ghost conundrum. If disembodied spirits were truly intangible, then how come they didn’t simply fall straight through the Earth?

      I’m sure there was some sort of longwinded metaphysical explanation. Maybe it was an act of subconscious will on her part, something she wasn’t even aware of – kind of like with Patrick Swayze in Ghost. If so, maybe she could train herself to punch people in the face. That could be useful, or at least more useful than me in that last fight anyway.

      Truth be told, my defeat was far more front and center in my mind than how Riva could stand on the floor.

      “That was...”

      “Yeah,” I interrupted. “My thoughts exactly.”

      “The things they did to those poor deer people.”

      “I know.”

      “It was like they didn’t even give a shit.”

      I glanced her way. “I’m pretty sure they didn’t. I’m starting to get the idea that these things are like a force of nature. Get in their way at your own risk.”

      “How are you, by the way? Are you hurt?”

      That was a good question. I’d been way too focused on running for my life to even consider that. Regardless, with the adrenaline rush rapidly fading as I drove – half expecting to see the voiders waiting around every corner – I took stock of myself, somewhat amazed at what I found. “I’m okay. A few bruises maybe, but nothing more.”

      “Thank goodness. I thought we were goners there at the end.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Why weren’t we?” she asked, giving voice to my earlier thoughts. “I was so certain we were going to find ourselves schlepping through the Garden with Grunge again.”

      “Same here, and I honestly don’t know. Maybe destroying the portal took too much out of them, or maybe it just wasn’t worth the effort.”

      “Maybe. So what now? We head back to campus and hope other me didn’t decide to stay over?”

      I let out a huff, having already made my decision despite knowing it wasn’t going to win me any favors with my family.

      “No. We can’t go back. You heard that thing. It was there looking for me, almost like a lost puppy trying to find its way back home.”

      “If that lost puppy was Cerberus.”

      “Pretty much. It probably just showed up because its friends were close by, but I can’t take the risk. If some of your memories have seeped into its brain and it now has the warped idea that I’m its friend, well, that’s not good.”

      “Ya think?”

      “Yeah, the last thing I need is it randomly showing up to my classes, because if that happens people are going to die.” I thought back to poor Portia. “More people anyway. I don’t want that on my conscience. I can’t...”

      “It’s okay, Bent.” Riva slid next to me in the front seat, the tingle of her closeness oddly comforting. “Nobody needs that weighing them down. So where to then? Do we go on the run, become drifters living off whatever meager earnings you can make selling your body?”

      I let out a laugh. “What do you mean, meager? I don’t know about you, but my ass ain’t cheap.”

      “Just desperate.”

      “Don’t start with that crap. Not now.”

      She chuckled softly. “Are you going to tell him we’re leaving?”

      “Justin? Yeah. He deserves to know. He’ll also be able to keep me in the loop if he spots her still hanging around.”

      “You think she’ll go after him?”

      “I really hope not.”

      “Me, too. He seems nice.”

      He was, even if we’d originally been at odds with one another back during my freshman year. Now, though, he’d kind of become the Robin to my campus Batman, or Batgirl anyway.

      Nice as it was to have a partner in crime at school, however, it was no longer an option. “Anyway, back to my point. I’m not prostituting my ass, but I’ll probably still get it chewed out where we’re going.”

      “You mean...?”

      “Yeah. We’re heading back home to High Moon.”

      “What about school?”

      I flashed her a grin. “Fortunately, I already have an ace up my sleeve for that, and my parents are the ones who set it up.”

      “They did?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Mom and dad aren’t going to like it, but they’re going to have to deal with it.”

      “I wish I could be a fly on the wall for that conversation. Oh wait. I can.”

      “You’re hilarious, you know...”

      “Bent, look out!”

      Just as I feared, I rounded a corner only to see something standing in the middle of the dark road.

      I debated between braking and speeding up, hoping that three-thousand pounds of speeding metal could do what I couldn’t ... only to realize it wasn’t a voider after all, just a deer.

      Shit!

      I swerved to avoid it, hitting the brakes as I did, the screech of rubber against asphalt more than enough to send it sprinting back into the woods as we came to a halt.

      We both sat there in silence for several long seconds, until I finally rolled down the window and shouted, “Sorry!”

      “Huh?” Riva replied.

      I shrugged. “Just in case it was one that got away.”

      “Fair enough. Don’t think I’ll ever look at deer the same again.”

      “Me neither,” I said, rolling the window back up and waiting for my heart to finally stop hammering.
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      Thank goodness for werewolf stamina, because I’m not sure I’d have survived the ten hour drive otherwise.

      Even so, I was dragging ass by the time I finally turned off Gossamer Lane and crossed the border into High Moon.

      I had mixed feelings as we entered the town. On the one hand, it was a veritable powder keg at any given moment. With the Draíodóir on one side and the Morganberg pack on the other, it effectively served as a buffer – a demilitarized zone if you will – to keep the two factions from tearing each other to pieces.

      Any such neutral zone was only good so long as the warring parties respected the borders, but High Moon wasn’t just a picket fence between their two yards. The chief of police, Ralph Johnson, stood as its guardian. I still wasn’t sure who or what he actually was, but every time I ran into him he’d proven to have more tricks up his sleeve than I’d expected.

      I’d seen him warn off members of both sides from coming into town unbidden, and subsequently noticed the fear in their eyes when he confronted them – no small feat when dealing with mythical monsters who considered mankind to be nuisances at best.

      Speak of the devil and he shall appear.

      Almost as if he’d read my mind, I spied police flashers in my rearview mirror. I knew I hadn’t been speeding. My brain was too much mush to risk that. However, a quick glance back confirmed Johnson’s paunchy form in the patrol car.

      Would’ve been nice if he’d chosen to wait until I got home before bugging me, but oh well. I pulled over and stopped the engine, rolling down the window as he got out and approached.

      “Well, well,” he said, looking down at me through his mirrored sunglasses. “If it ain’t Riva Kale and Ninja Girl.”

      Riva brightened at his use of her name, throwing him a wave. Johnson couldn’t hear her, but he could see her just fine. He’d told us as much when last we’d seen him, something about his eyes being blessed, whatever that meant.

      “Now, maybe my mind is failing in my old age, but ain’t you supposed to be off at school?”

      I sighed. “What happened to license and registration please?”

      He let out a chortle in return. “Lest you want me to make up some moving violation to nail you with, and believe me that wouldn’t be hard to do, I’ll kindly point out nobody likes a smart-aleck.”

      “Sorry. Been a long night.”

      “I kind of figured, what with you rolling back into town before rush hour’s barely over.”

      “How’d you know it was me?” I asked, genuinely curious. “I thought you only kept a lookout for...”

      “Special cases?” he interrupted, playing it coy. “You ain’t wrong. Most of the time it ain’t my business who comes and goes, at least among the normal folk. But, there is the little matter of your mother asking me to keep an eye open for you, just in case. Think she knew you might get squirrely.”

      “Figures.”

      “Got me a sense for whenever a person of power steps over the border, and girl you practically reek of it. No offense, but you shine like the sun on a foggy morning ... especially these days.”

      I raised an eyebrow at that last part.

      “Safe to say I figure I know why you’re back. Another one of them ... what did they call it over in Morganberg? Oh yeah, the sacred glade. Anyway, another one of them closed up, didn’t it? Got me a tingle in the back of my head last night that I couldn’t shake. Woke up this morning to find the world a wee bit dimmer. Not much, mind you. Heck, I doubt anyone else even realized it, but there’s little that escapes my notice.”

      “So I’m beginning to learn.”

      “I’m gonna go out on a limb and guess you tangled with the things that shut it down.”

      “You can sense that, too?”

      He let out another chuckle, although there was little humor to it. “Hell no. The spooked look you got in your eye is plain as day, though. That, and even the laziest college kid would be hard pressed to drive all night just so they can come home to do their laundry.”

      Laundry? “Crap!”

      “What is it?” Riva asked.

      “Nothing. I just didn’t remember to pack any of my stuff.” I turned back toward the chief. “No laundry I’m afraid. It’s all back at my dorm. We bugged out pretty fast.”

      “As I assumed. Well, I can’t help you with that. Ain’t none of my business, but I assume your mom can. I know the Draíodóir like to pretend they only use their magic for important stuff, but they ain’t fooling nobody, especially this good ole’ boy.” He stepped back. “All right, I probably bothered you long enough. Get yourself home and get some shut eye. We can touch base later. Not sure what I can do to help as my watch ends at the High Moon border, but I can be a good ear if you need a sounding board.”

      “Thanks, Chief. I appreciate it.”

      “Anytime, Ninja Girl. Now skedaddle before I take you up on that offer to run your license.”

      He didn’t need to tell me twice.
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      Despite it being a work day, the minivan was in the driveway along with Mom’s new Mustang – the real reason she’d given me her old sedan. Guess even witches could have a midlife crisis.

      My brother Chris was almost certainly at school by now, but the truth was I wasn’t entirely sure what my parents did to earn a living. Growing up, they’d both frequently left on business trips, but that had been all bullshit. Their travel had in fact mostly been to either Crescentwood or Morganberg, so as to fulfill their respective duties to the Draíodóir coven or the wolf pack.

      Yeah, my father’s family owned a modest towing business based out of Morganberg, but, far as I knew, he hadn’t been involved much over the years.

      Regardless, we owned a decent sized home on the southern end of High Moon and could apparently afford a new sports car. As far as money arguments went, the only ones I could recall growing up were around tax time when Mom harangued my father over all the receipts he’d failed to keep.

      One of these days I really needed to ask them about that.

      Yet another thing to add to the list.

      I tried to suppress the small flicker of anger in the back of my mind as I pulled into the driveway. In truth, there was a lot about my life that had been nothing but a lie – a ruse by my parents to convince everyone I was just a normal girl.

      Heck, they’d gone so far as to convince our relatives on both sides that I was adopted.

      After all, a witch being in love with a werewolf was heresy enough in the eyes of both their people – but having a forbidden love child, one thought impossible to exist, well, that was the sort of shit that got folks killed.

      It was one of the reasons they’d drugged me growing up – telling me I was sick and in need of regular medication, that if I didn’t take my pills I’d die. In a sense they were right. Had either side realized what I was, they’d have tried to kill me – as shown by how my uncle had reacted upon learning the truth, unleashing the pack upon High Moon, a move which had almost gotten the job done.

      He almost certainly would’ve succeeded had my secret gotten out sooner, while I was still a kid. Or at least that’s what I tried to tell myself whenever thoughts of all the lies threatened to darken my mood.

      In truth, though, I couldn’t be certain.

      My powers weren’t some light switch, off for most of my life then suddenly on again. Ever since discovering what I was and refusing to suppress my true self any longer, my powers had been ... well, evolving.

      The problem was I had no idea whether that was because of me maturing into an adult or my abilities playing catchup now that they weren’t being artificially repressed.

      “Bent?” Riva asked. “You okay? Because I don’t think that steering wheel is going to be able to take much more.”

      “Huh?” I looked down to find myself holding the wheel with a white-knuckled grip. Damn it. In trying not to follow that rabbit hole again, I’d instead jumped straight down it. “Sorry, just collecting myself for the arguments to come.”

      “Can’t wait,” she replied with a grin.

      I shut off the car’s engine with a sigh, then opened the driver’s side door, letting the familiar sounds and scents of my neighborhood wash over me.

      There truly was nothing quite like coming home...

      “Yeah, right there. Harder! Oh, goddess!”

      What the fuck?

      Sadly, not all sounds were comforting, especially when you had supercharged ears that could easily hear through walls, whether you wanted to or not.

      On the one hand it was nice to know my parents had an active and apparently enthusiastic sex life. On the other...

      Gross!

      “What are you doing? Don’t stop,” my mother’s voice protested.

      “Hold on a second, Lis,” came the reply. “Did you hear something in the driveway?”

      Son of a...

      “Yes, you sure as hell heard something in the driveway,” I called out. “And you’d better damned well both have pants on when I walk in that door!”
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      It’s not like we had a huge front yard, anything that would take more than a few seconds to traverse.

      However, I found myself taking the scenic route nevertheless. I stopped in front of the bare rose bushes that were the highlight of my mother’s garden during the summer season, looking down at the small army of concrete gnomes that stood guard before them.

      Though I’d never bothered to keep count of their number, I knew for a fact one was missing from the last time I’d been in this neck of the woods.

      I turned to the one wearing a red hat.

      “Hey, Cabbage. I hope you’re doing okay and that Brigid is keeping her word and not being a total bitch to you guys.”

      “Hi,” Riva added.

      “Riva says hello, too. You probably can’t see her, but she’s here.”

      I’d since learned that the weird little statues were in fact living beings, cursed to exist simultaneously here and in the Garden, the domain of the fairies. The only issue being that here they were nothing but stone for all but one hour a day, leaving them vulnerable ... at least until they’d befriended my mother.

      I was about to turn away, hoping I’d given my parents enough time to rethink the thrill of living room sex, but then the features on the red-capped gnome shifted, becoming flesh – reminding me that they could choose their hour of life here at will.

      He bowed before me. “An honor it is to see you again, Princess.”

      Then, a mere moment later, he became stone once more.

      Oh yeah, that’s never going to stop being creepy as fuck.

      Good as it was to have them watching over the place, it also served as a reminder to lock my bedroom window and keep the blinds drawn at all times.

      “Shall we?” I asked Riva. “Hopefully by now my folks are done reenacting Little Red Riding Hood bangs the Big Bad Wolf.”

      Almost as if on cue, the front door opened revealing my mother. I had a feeling magic was at play because she looked as kempt as a day at the office, not a hair out of place. She didn’t look particularly pleased, though, which I’m sure I didn’t help by asking, “So, did he huff and puff and blow...?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, Tamara,” she said, her voice measured, “but perhaps you should worry a little less about me and more about the fact that your own house is ... how did you put it ... neither being huffed nor puffed on.”

      “Ooh, harsh burn,” Riva remarked.

      I could only stand there slack-jawed at the shot across the bow my mother had just taken. It was so ... not her!

      In response she folded her arms in front of her and grinned down at me from below her auburn hair, like she was a full-on cougar and I was a mouse to be toyed with. “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were the one who wanted to be spoken to like an adult.”

      “Be nice, Lissa,” my father called from inside. “You’re embarrassing her in front of the neighbors.”

      The smug grin on my mother’s face said it all. She could still make my life hard if she wanted to, but things were changing. She couldn’t punish me like I was twelve anymore, especially for something as petty as mouthing off. However, she still had one trump card in her favor – well, aside from threatening to not pay my tuition – talking about her and Dad’s sex life, perhaps the one thing that I’d have sooner faced the voiders than deal with.

      I mean, it was no secret that they enjoyed bumping uglies, nor were they all that subtle about it. Hell, it was probably the main reason my brother had petitioned them to let him turn the basement into his personal fortress of nerditude. But just because I knew my parents had sex didn’t mean I needed the details haunting my brain. Sadly for me, the look on her face told me that was exactly what I was going to get if I didn’t dial it back a notch.

      If anything, coming back home was good for keeping my ego in check. The power of two supernatural races flowed through my body, yet all it took were a few words from Mom to remind me of my place on the food chain.

      “I retract the question.”

      “As expected,” she replied, stepping aside to let me in. “Welcome home by the way.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My father was seated on the couch, fully dressed thank goodness. Heck, he even had his artificial legs on, enchanted by my mother after Brigid’s lackeys had mutilated him. However, his casual appearance wasn’t quite as ironclad as hers – his hair mussed and his shirt a wrinkled mess.

      Regardless, I was happy to ignore it as he stood up to greet me.

      “Hey, Tam Tam!”

      “Hi, Dad,” I replied, giving him a hug.

      He stepped back and looked past me. “And hello to you, too, Riva.”

      I hooked a thumb to my right. “She’s over there.”

      “Hi, Mr. Bentley,” she replied, despite knowing neither of them could hear her.

      I sat on the love seat as my parents situated themselves on the couch, all the while trying desperately not to think of what had been going on there just minutes earlier.

      “So, is there a reason for your truancy?” Mom asked, getting right to the point. “Or is this some new holiday I’m unaware of?”

      “Don’t tease her, Lis,” Dad chided gently. “She obviously drove all night to get home.” He took a sniff, furrowing his brow as he no doubt caught wind of the beatdown I’d gotten courtesy of the voiders. “You were in a fight.”

      Mom raised an eyebrow. “I trust it wasn’t with a boy.”

      I glanced Riva’s way, letting out a sigh. “I wish that were the case.”

      “Probably for the best,” Dad said with a chuckle. “I feel bad for any guy who breaks my little Tam Tam’s heart.”

      Sadly, what had happened was most assuredly not for the best. I sat back and explained it to them, telling them about the deer folk, Possessed Riva’s visit, and then how the voiders had utterly massacred the herd before destroying their thin spot.

      “Meadow of infinite mysteries?” Mom replied when I was finished. Though her tone was casual, I could tell she’d tensed up during my retelling.

      “I didn’t name it.”

      “But you did disobey us in seeking it out,” she shot back. “Honestly, Tamara, you could have been killed. Did you think our warning was for no other purpose than keeping you from ruffling the feathers of whatever covens or packs you came across?”

      Well...

      “Don’t say it, Bent,” Riva was quick to add.

      She really did know me too well. “It was technically a herd, not a pack. Was being the operative word.”

      “So another one’s gone?” Dad said, draping an arm around my mother’s shoulder, one which she leaned in to, whether consciously or not.

      I nodded. “And we all know it’s going to keep on happening. They won’t stop, not until they’re all gone.” Then, since I was in the mood to be petty, I added, “Just like I said before you strongarmed me into going back to school.”

      “I’m more curious as to how you even found this herd,” Mom said, refusing to take the bait. “Or is this another case of you simply getting lucky, as you claimed happened in Ohio?”

      I shrugged. “Not exactly.”

      “What does that mean? How did you know where to find these deer folk? Did someone in the pack tell you or...?”

      Dad shook his head. “Predator and prey therianthropes don’t usually get along ... for obvious reasons.”

      I turned his way. “Therian...?”

      “A fancy name for shifters in general.”

      “Ah. I’d been going with moosenthrope.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t actually call them that.” After I shook my head, he continued. “Good to hear it. Anyway, my point is, I could tell you the location of a few other packs in the surrounding states, and we’ve had some dealings with a pride of feline shifters that live in Appalachia. But typically those who share a bond with ... prey, if you will, are usually pretty secretive about their territory.”

      “Aysha didn’t seem like prey to me,” Riva remarked.

      Dad let out a sigh. “Much as I hate to say it, It’s probably a good thing that you encountered them while they were under threat of attack.”

      “Why’s that?” I asked.

      “Because it’s unlikely they would have let you leave their territory alive otherwise, especially if they smelled the pack on you.”

      “Except they totally did.”

      “What?”

      “I actually met with them earlier in the day, before the attack happened.”

      “You did? How?”

      I had a feeling it would come to this. After discovering that Riva was able to sense the location of thin spots around the world – a power no doubt gained due to having her body usurped by a voider – we’d opted to keep that info to ourselves while we went hunting for them.

      Now it was becoming painfully obvious what a piss poor plan that had been. If anything, last night had proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that this wasn’t a one girl operation. Strong as I might be, I was in over my head.

      Almost as if reading my mind, Riva said, “I think we should tell them, Bent.”

      I nodded to her before continuing. “We ran into them because we were out there specifically looking for their meadow. And before you ask, no they didn’t try to kill me ... much anyway.”

      Mom raised an eyebrow. “Much?”

      “I may have punched out their leader, but afterward they were willing to listen.”

      Riva shook her head. “Oh yeah, I’m sure that’ll win them over.”

      “Do you want to tell this story?”

      “I’d probably do a better job at it than you are.”

      Before digging myself any deeper, I went on to explain that Aysha and Kaya had been willing to hear me out.

      Dad tented his fingers when I was finished. “They must be an isolated herd, otherwise they’d have reacted differently.”

      “Or maybe they decided to act like people and not dumb animals,” I retorted, stopping short of adding that the Morganberg pack could learn a thing or two from them.

      My mother was quick to dismiss that. “I’m less concerned about the politics of the situation than I am in how you knew where to find them to begin with. Or are you going to claim it’s just dumb luck that you keep stumbling across sacred glades?”

      “Which brings me to my next point,” I confessed. “These thin spots ... Riva knows where to find them.”
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      What followed was about what I’d expected.

      My mom was pissed that I’d kept this information from them, while Dad was more concerned that I’d decided to go hunting for these spots on my own.

      Still, the good thing about having both parents talking down to me at once was that it made it easier to tune it all out until they were finished.

      Riva was well versed with my yessing-my-parents-to-death face, so she sat there with an amused grin as I nodded and offered insincere apologies until I could chime in again.

      “Do you realize how dangerous going it alone was?” Dad asked for probably the fifth time. “I talked to David. He told me what that thing did at the peace summit.”

      Ah yes, David Hood, my beta – second in command of the pack and a werewolf who looked damned fine when he wasn’t busy sporting fur and fangs. That was neither here nor there with regard to this conversation, though. “Trust me, well aware. Just as I’m aware that I’m supposedly the only one who can do something about them. Excuse me for thinking either Brigid or Valdemar had any clue what they were talking about.”

      The mention of my parents’ respective deities caused them both to pause, but only for a moment.

      “Even gods can be ... mistaken,” my father said, his tone measured as if afraid the big V was listening in. “My point is, you can’t do this alone.”

      I nodded. “Which I’m beginning to see. Problem is, I’m not sure what this even is.”

      “Well, we can start with making a list of these thin spots and their locations,” he replied. “Maybe if we know where they’ll strike next, we can...”

      “No!”

      We both turned toward Mom, her voice so commanding she’d shut us both up with a single word. Damn, I really needed to learn how to do that.

      A look of what appeared to be genuine worry was etched onto her face. “I cannot stress this enough, but we can’t do that. This information, it can’t be allowed to get out there, not even among us.”

      “But...”

      “I want you to think about this carefully, Tamara. You too, Curtis. Consider both Crescentwood and Morganberg, and the fact that we need High Moon to exist as a buffer between them. All of that can be traced back to both our people attempting to claim territory containing one of these so-called thin spots.”

      My father shook his head. “The vast majority of the pack didn’t even know about the sacred glade, or at least that it was anything more than a holy place to perform our rituals.”

      “It was the same with the Draíodóir,” she replied. “Remember the night we met?”

      “Hard to forget it.” The look on my father’s face said it all.

      Gross!

      “Well,” my mother continued, but not before throwing him a significant glance back, “the only reason I was there was dumb luck, nothing more. I’d heard rumors of a sacred glade in Morganberg, but I only came out because I got lucky with a scrying spell. We’re talking maybe a one in a thousand chance here.”

      “No offense, Lis, but you’re kind of making my point for me.”

      Somehow I didn’t quite agree, wondering if maybe another hand had been guiding my mother that fateful night. However, I kept that thought to myself.

      “Except I’m not,” she continued. “I’ve been giving this a lot of thought lately. And, well ... a couple of weeks back, I went and spoke with Chief Johnson.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess. To ask that he keep an eye out for me in case I returned to High Moon.”

      “Among other things. But I was also curious, especially after everything that’s happened. My people have considered Crescentwood their home for over two centuries. The Morganberg pack’s been there just as long.”

      “Longer,” my father corrected.

      “Exactly. So, isn’t it a bit strange that two factions with such a contentious past would randomly settle so close to each other – close enough that bloodshed was inevitable?”

      I raised my hand. “I’m assuming that’s not a normal thing.”

      “Far from it. It’s not even remotely common. I know of maybe one other coven, up in Ottawa, that has a pack of lycanthropes nearby. But we’re talking maybe twenty miles away, far enough that incidents are rare at best. But that’s not the case here. High Moon and the towns around it are unique.”

      I almost answered with thank goodness before biting my tongue. “So what did you learn?”

      “What I was afraid I’d find out,” she replied. “You see, history books can be revised, but the truth always remains. High Moon’s guardian is old, far older than the town itself, so if there’s anyone who would know the truth, it would be him. And that truth is, we’re all here because of the glade.”

      I knew Chief Johnson was more than meets the eye – quite a bit more. But it was still hard for me to reconcile that he was some ancient being of incomprehensible wisdom. He just acted too ... human for that.

      Nevertheless, I kept my mouth shut as mom continued. “To be fair, the Chief refused to tell me who first laid claim to the land it sits upon.” She let out a mirthless chuckle. “He said nobody needed to get a swelled head over facts buried so long in the past.”

      Oh yeah, that definitely sounded like the Chief.

      “All that mattered was whoever found it first didn’t have enough time to fortify their position before the other side showed up. The point is, the sacred glade is what originally drew both our people here. It’s also what led to open warfare and eventually the treaty that created High Moon and bound him to it as its guardian.”

      Dad put a hand under his chin. “The fact that most of us didn’t know about it ... you’re telling us that’s purposeful isn’t it?”

      Mom nodded. “After High Moon was established, it was decided by the elders of both nations that knowledge of the glade’s existence was best kept to ... a minimum. Some were ordered to never speak of it. Others had their memories blanked. In time, what was once common knowledge became nothing more than rumor and legend, something only a few suspected might be true.”

      “Until recently.”

      “Yes, until recently,” she confirmed, her hazel eyes boring into mine.

      Goddamn it! Who’d have ever thought taking a walk in the woods with my prearranged fiancé would have led to such a fucking mess? Note to self: next time just dump his ass at his job and walk away.

      Would’ve saved us all a lot of trouble in the long run.

      I glanced Riva’s way from the corner of my eye. Hell, it would have saved a lot of people period.

      That hadn’t been the case, though. Things had happened as they had, leading us to where we were ... an apocalyptic situation that, according to the gods anyway, had happened only once before.

      It made one wonder whether the stars had simply aligned against my birth or if there had been someone pulling the strings behind the scenes.

      My mother wasn’t finished yet, though, sparing me from diving down that rabbit hole. “All of this strife exists because both our people wanted the power of the glade. Sadly, knowing this doesn’t change the fact that, treaty or not, we’d probably still be fighting over it if it were still there.”

      “Sounds like you’re almost glad it was destroyed,” I ventured.

      My mother’s hesitation to answer spoke volumes.

      “I’m not,” Dad countered. “Without it, we can’t commune with Valdemar. His blessing is beyond our reach.”

      I’d expected as much. Due to the glade’s destruction, he and my friend Cass, the pack’s current mystic, were the only ones left with the power bestowed by Valdemar’s blessing. No one else, regardless of their rank or standing, could receive it now – not that I really wanted it.

      “I understand that,” my mother replied, not unkindly, “but I was talking about the temptation. Just knowing it’s there, it would only be a matter of time before another ... Carly tried to forcibly claim it.”

      Though my mother’s face didn’t show any emotion, my ears picked up the slightest change in the timbre of her voice at the mention of her deceased sister.

      I could commiserate. Growing up, Aunt Carly had been my favorite. It still haunted me that I’d been the one forced to finish her after she’d turned on us, hunting me and my brother down like dogs on Christmas Day.

      “Anyway,” she continued, changing gears, “my point is, making a list of these spots is inherently dangerous. I won’t lie. The very thought of laying claim to one or more, along with the power they represent, is tempting beyond words.”

      “Even knowing that it’s wrong?” I asked.

      She nodded. “It’s how I was raised, who I am. The whole reason I met your father is because I wanted to push the boundaries of what my magic could do. I’ll admit, our life since then has led me to ... temper that desire a bit, but I know myself. It’s still there. And I know for a fact that same desire runs rampant among my coven.” Before I could suggest that perhaps Crescentwood needed an intervention, she added, “Can you say any different? That none of the pack would seek out a new glade if they knew where to look?”

      The resulting silence was apparently all the answer she needed. “As tempting as this is, I think it’s in our collective best interest for you and Riva to keep this on a need to know basis.”

      I shook my head in frustration. “Which brings us back full circle then, which was me stuck at school while everyone else does their best to ignore this problem.”

      “Do you honestly think we’ve just been sitting on our hands while you’ve been away?”

      “Kind of seems that way from my point of view.”

      Mom narrowed her eyes, but Dad put a hand on her knee. “It’s not like that at all, pumpkin. The pack and the Draíodóir have been talking about this.”

      “You have?”

      “Yes, especially now that our secret is out. Both sides know they can use us as go-betweens to pass on anything they learn.”

      Mom nodded. “Your cousin Mindy likewise seems to have hit it off with that pack girl, Ester I believe, at least with regard to maintaining an open dialogue.”

      “She prefers to be called Cass.”

      Mom shrugged as if she couldn’t have cared less, which was probably the case. Nice as this newfound peace was, I doubted I ever needed to worry about my mother treating the lycanthropes who called Morganberg home as anything other than target practice.

      I made a go on gesture because, nice as that was, so far I wasn’t hearing much of substance.

      “We’ve also been making entreaties,” she continued, “to other covens out there, trying to bring them to the negotiating table.”

      “And how’s that working out?”

      She let out a sigh of exasperation. “Unlike your preferred method of communication, diplomacy takes time, Tamara. We can’t simply punch our way into an alliance.”

      “Seemed to work pretty well with those deer people,” Riva remarked, causing me to smirk.

      “You have to understand,” Mom continued, “the Draíodóir may have diplomatic relations with other covens, but family is ultimately where our loyalties lie. Outsiders may be welcomed, but trust takes time to build. It’s simply the way we’ve always been.”

      “Isn’t there some sort of ... I dunno ... witch king or queen you can take this stuff to?”

      Mom shook her head. “Perhaps in the movies, but not so much in real life.”

      Dad leaned forward toward me. “We’re not much different. Packs tend to be solitary units. We stand or fall on our own strength. We’ve likewise made a few entreaties, but it’s slow going. There’s no real protocol for reaching out to another group for help, at least outside of the Great Hunt.”

      “What’s a great hunt?”

      “A myth among my people, nothing more,” he said. “In the distant past, the great gods of the hunt would designate an earthly avatar to...”

      “Wait. Gods of the hunt?”

      For a moment he almost looked embarrassed. “In a word, yes. Not every pack draws their strength from Valdemar. It’s considered kind of heretical to even acknowledge it, but it is what it is.”

      I inclined my head. “Kaya mentioned something about the Sky Woman.”

      “Doesn’t surprise me, but that’s also another reason why the disparate therianthropes of the world tend to keep to themselves. This planet’s seen enough holy wars.”

      He had a point there. Still... “So, this Great Hunt?”

      “Oh yeah, sorry. Anyway, supposedly the gods would designate a huntsman, usually someone of great prowess, to carry out their will. They would then reach out to other packs and demand that their warriors gather to see that task through.”

      “What about a huntswoman?” Mom asked, a grin on her face.

      Dad’s look said it all. “Werewolf packs are a lot of things, but progressive isn’t one of them, at least not until recently.”

      “So we’re talking an army of werewolves?” I replied.

      “And more, supposedly. Again, this is all myth and legend. But whatever the case, a Great Hunt was always a short lived thing. A one night stand if you will.”

      “Oh.”

      “Don’t sell it short,” he said. “A force such as that wouldn’t need much more than a single night to do whatever needed to be done.”

      “Like what?”

      “Okay fine.” He grinned. “Like I said, this was all a long time ago, but going by the stories I used to hear as a kid, mammoth shifters were once an actual thing.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, and from the sound of it they were terrifying to behold – crushing anyone and anything in their path and enslaving the survivors. Or at least they did until a Great Hunt was called to stand against them.”

      “And then what?”

      “Then, they were no more. As I said, a force like that wouldn’t need more than a night to do whatever needed to be done.”
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      I was still contemplating the whole Great Hunt idea when Mom decided to change the subject to something a bit more practical.

      “That’s all fine and well in theory, but I think we should worry less about ancient myths and more about present day issues, such as the fact that you’re missing school.”

      “She can’t go back,” Dad said, “not if those things know where she is.”

      “Nor am I suggesting it. But it’s also the one problem we currently have that we can solve on our own.”

      “Already done,” I replied. “And it’s all thanks to you two.” Mom raised an eyebrow to which I added, “I had a feeling it might come down to this, so I wrote a medical leave of absence request a few weeks back and left the date blank. Fortunately for me, the school has my Gastroparesis well-documented in their medical records. I texted Justin to ask if he could drop it at the Admissions office for me.”

      “You had this all planned?” Mom asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “Not at all.”

      “Liar,” Riva remarked.

      “I was simply keeping my options open,” I continued, ignoring her.

      “Unacceptable,” Mom said. “We’ve already been over this. You can’t just sit around waiting for something to happen while...”

      “That was before,” Dad interrupted, “but now I think we need to reconsider, especially since that thing showed up at her dorm room.” He cocked his head, as if considering something. “Your roommate wasn’t there when it happened, was she?”

      “Yeah, about that...”

      “It’s nothing that can’t be fixed,” Mom interrupted. “I can blank the appropriate people to forget she was even there.”

      “You can’t just...” I trailed off, realizing she could and likely would. Mom was coldly pragmatic about things like that. Sadly, I was split on whether I should even try stopping her.

      “Now we definitely need to reconsider,” Dad said. Mom shook her head, but he wasn’t finished yet, taking his life in his own hands as he talked over her. “Besides, if that thing decides to look for her again, there’s probably no safer place on Earth than High Moon. At least here we can try to be prepared.”

      “Exactly.”

      “So, let’s change things around. Enroll Tam Tam in their remote campus for now while we figure things out.”

      “What?” I cried, not seeing that twist coming. “How do you expect me to concentrate on anything when...?”

      “I might be willing to accept that as a compromise,” my mother said, meeting my eyes with a gaze that was hard as steel, “assuming she keeps up her grades. If not, I’m sure we can find her a job over in Morganberg.”

      Her tone said it all. Though I was the pack’s alpha, that didn’t mean I was beloved among its members. And my position would only be made that much more difficult if I was forced to ask whether they’d like fries with that during lunch hour.

      “That sounds like game, set, and match,” Riva said.

      “Ya think?”

      My parents didn’t need to say anything further on the matter. They both knew they had me over a barrel. Out there, beyond the walls of our home, I might be a thing of fear and scorn – a hybrid that was never meant to be born – but here I was just Tamara Bentley, a girl still firmly under the thumb of both her parents.

      Lucky me.
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      We were long done arguing about my classes by the time the bus dropped Chris off. He was in the know about the weirdness of our lives, having recently found out that he’d been adopted by a real life version of the Munsters, but there was no point in dragging him into that particular bit of drama.

      He walked in, did a doubletake at seeing me on the couch and then grinned, but it was more shit-eating than warm.

      “Something funny?” I asked, curious to see whether I needed to kick his greasy teenaged ass.

      “Nothing. Just happy to learn Jay owes me ten bucks.”

      Jay was one of his loser friends, prompting me to raise an eyebrow. “Why exactly?”

      “I bet him that you wouldn’t last half a semester back at school, and now here you are.”

      I was across the living room in an instant, my eyes boring a hole through his stupid face. “What did you tell him?”

      Despite knowing full well I could’ve put him through a wall with minimal effort, he seemed unperturbed. “Relax, Hamara. You think any of the guys would believe the truth even if I tried?”

      “Your dork friends?”

      “They may be dorks but none of them actually believes this shit is real.”

      “So what did you tell him then?”

      “That you’d probably get knocked up by some rando meth-head.”

      “You aren’t giving me much reason to leave you with teeth, you know that right?”

      “I work with what I have, and what I have is ten extra bucks.”

      I let him go and backed up a step. “You can put it in your hooker fund, since no sane girl would ever touch you.”

      “So why are you really home?” he asked, dropping his bookbag on the couch – something guaranteed to get him yelled at by mom. “You didn’t actually get knocked...”

      “No!”

      “So then what was it? Vampires? Werewolves? A lesbian demon with bad taste?”

      I made a mental note to dunk his pillow case in the toilet tank later, then proceeded to explain what had happened. There was no point in holding back. He’d been dragged into this reality against his will despite our family’s best efforts to keep him out of it. But now that he knew, withholding the truth under the excuse of protecting him would likely do nothing more than bite us all in the ass.

      Besides, as much of a prick as he could be, I’d promised him there would be no more secrets between us, at least about the world of the weird. If the little douchebag thought I was going to spill on my love life, nonexistent as it was, he could sit and spin on one of his Xbox controllers.

      “Holy shit, are you serious?” he replied once I was finished.

      “If I’m lying you’re dying.”

      “So you’re saying that naked chick really turned into a moose?”

      That’s what he took from all of this? “Save your weird-ass kinks for the internet, perv.”

      “So, how’d Riva take it? I mean seeing her body, not the moose chick. Or is she not...?”

      “She’s upstairs.” I pointed a finger toward the ceiling. “Mom’s trying a few new things to see if she can make her visible. Anyway she was pretty ticked seeing that thing still in her body.”

      He shook his head. “I bet. I’d be pissed if someone took my ass for a joyride.”

      “What was that, champ?” Dad asked, peeking out from the kitchen.

      “I said I’d be mad if they took my butt.”

      “That’s what I thought.”

      I smirked as I turned back toward him. “As if anyone, alien or not, would want that skeevy body of yours. Who’d have ever thought your aversion to soap would ever be a plus?”

      “Why can’t you two be nice to each other?” Dad groused, although there was no real teeth behind it.

      “Because the world isn’t nice,” Chris replied, dropping his voice an octave for some reason.

      Dad rolled his eyes. “What have I told you about quoting Blade Trinity, mister?”

      “Even you have to admit it was more fun than the second one.”

      “Don’t make me ground you for blasphemy.”

      I swear, it was sometimes hard for me to reconcile that my father, former alpha of the Morganberg pack and a terrifying monster in his own right, could be such a dork at times.

      Adopted or not, I could see where Chris had gotten it from...

      That train of thought suddenly derailed as the entire house rumbled around us, hard enough to make photos fall from the nearest shelves.

      Whoa!

      My mother’s voice soon followed from upstairs. “Goddess damnit!”

      “That doesn’t sound promising,” Dad remarked, turning toward the stairs.

      I headed him off at the pass, though. “I’ll see what’s going on.”

      “But...”

      “Out of all of us here, I’m the closest to being magic proof, not to mention this is probably Draíodóir business.”

      My father grinned at that part. “Oh, and you’re a Draíodóir now?”

      “I’m more of one than you are.”

      “Touché.”
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      What I’d told Dad was mostly bullshit and he knew it. The Draíodóir had about as much chance of accepting me as I did of sprouting wings and a unicorn horn. That I was also leader of the Morganberg pack, their sworn rivals, was simply icing on the cake.

      Nevertheless, there was no denying I was my mother’s child as well – especially now that I knew my use of magic hadn’t been a freak occurrence.

      First things first, though.

      “Mom? Are you okay?”

      Aside from a few objects being askew, the upstairs hall seemed to be intact. However, there was a weird staticky feel in the air, as if I were dragging a pair of sneakers through a thick shag carpet.

      Kill!

      The fuck?

      Kill them all!

      “What the?!” I stopped dead in my tracks as violent whispers crawled through my mind – almost like I was back at the meadow of...

      “I said I’m fine, Tamara,” Mom called to me from inside what I’d once thought to be her craft room, but now knew was more of a witchcraft room.

      I hesitated for a moment, waiting to see what happened next, but all at once that static electricity feeling dissipated. Along with it went the whispers, leaving behind nothing more interesting than the second floor of our modest home.

      Okay, that was weird.

      Stepping into Mom’s room, I saw I wasn’t far off in my assessment of what she used it for. There was a circle etched into the floor as well as other accoutrements scattered throughout the room, making it look like something out of Sabrina the Teenage Witch.

      My mother was at one end straightening her dress, while Riva stood within the circle looking no different than she usually did, at least as of late.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Ask her,” Riva replied. “I didn’t feel a thing.”

      “I thought I had it,” Mom said, seemingly more to herself than me. “For a split second there I was certain I could see her.”

      “Really? That’s awesome!”

      “No, it’s not.”

      I glanced Riva’s way, but she merely shrugged and gave her head a shake. “Okay, and the reason it’s not awesome is...?”

      My mother looked at me as if I were a dull-witted three year old before shaking her head. “I was about to ask isn’t it obvious, but of course it wouldn’t be to the uninitiated.”

      Gotta love Mom. She was somehow able to make me feel stupid without actually saying a goddamned thing.

      “You obviously wouldn’t know this,” she continued, “but if it wasn’t for the wards etched into the load bearing struts of this house, I would have probably blown the top floor clear off with the amount of power I conjured just to catch a momentary glimpse.”

      “Is that why it was all staticky a minute ago?”

      That prompted her to raise an eyebrow. “You sensed that?”

      I nodded. “Not bad for the uninitiated, eh?” When she didn’t comment, I said, “Okay, so if power is the issue, let me help.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not going to work.”

      “Why not? We’ll just move it somewhere else, preferably not in a residential neighborhood, and you can show me what to do.”

      I got an eyeroll for that, prompting me to grit my teeth.

      “Maybe I’ll go wait downstairs,” Riva said, stepping around me and sliding out the door.

      “Coward,” I whispered.

      “It isn’t about an individual’s power,” my mother finally said, as if explaining things to a first grader, “or at least I don’t think it is.”

      “Wait. What do you mean by that? You just said...”

      “I said the amount I conjured, not how much I added.”

      “And the difference is?”

      She shook her head, the mask of arrogance finally slipping off. “I’m not sure yet. The incantation I used, it’s potent, true, but nothing I haven’t managed in the past.”

      “So you’re saying it’s no big deal to do explodey magic in the house?”

      She waved off my concern, though. “Oh, please, Tamara. It’s not like I’m a novice. Even vast amounts of eldritch energy are reasonably safe in the hands of a master.”

      Uh huh. Someone definitely had a high opinion of herself.

      “It was Riva,” she continued. “The spell, it ... reacted to her.”

      “How?”

      “I’m not sure, as I very clearly said a moment ago. All I know is there was some sort of chain reaction. I was pouring power into the incantation then, in the space of a few seconds it tripled and kept on going. I finally pulled the plug when the rafters started shaking, but for a moment, just a moment, I saw her. But that’s not all.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I also thought I heard...” And just like that, she left me hanging, because of course she did. That was my mother for you.

      “Heard what?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      Grr! “Voices? Whispers? A brass band playing in the distance?”

      “I said it’s nothing!”

      That was less than helpful, especially considering what I thought I’d heard, impossible as it was. Much as I wanted to grab her shoulders and shake her silly until she answered me, it was pointless. For starters, she was the so-called Queen of the Monarchs, basically the uber witch of the nearby Draíodóir coven. One did not cross her lightly.

      More importantly, though, she was my mother. When she decided to stonewall someone, no force on Earth was going to change her mind. “Fine. So what now?”

      “It wasn’t all for nothing,” she said, shaking her head. “I did make one possible breakthrough.”

      “Oh?”

      “Well, more of a theory than a breakthrough. Anyway, I was trying to track her resonance and how it relates to you.”

      “You mean how Brigid bound us together?”

      “Obviously. At first I thought it was a specialized form of possession, but now I’m not so sure. Tell me, what do you feel when she’s apart from you?”

      “What do I feel?”

      “Yes. What happens when you’re separated, like just now with you downstairs and her up here?”

      “Not much. She can go farther than that. Although if she goes too far it’s kind of like there’s a bungee cord tied to her. Past a certain point she gets dragged along for the ride.”

      “And do you feel anything when that happens?”

      I hadn’t actually given that much thought. “Not really.”

      “Not even a tug?”

      “No.”

      “That’s interesting, because if you were connected at the soul level I’d expect there to be something more. That, and...” She trailed off, as if she found what she was about to say distasteful.

      “And what?”

      “If Queen Brigid had done something directly to you, well, I think I would’ve noticed it.”

      “You mean like she did with Dad’s legs?” I held up my hands at the look on her face. “Sorry. What do you mean you would’ve noticed?”

      “Well, there’s your resistance to magic as well as the fact you count two gods as your personal patrons.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning she would’ve had to expend a lot of power to affect you in such a way, power that would have surely been noticeable.”

      “But instead we just appeared back here with Riva attached to me.”

      “Exactly, which makes me wonder if it’s actually you that Riva is attached to.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Well, considering she came back to college with me...”

      “But what if it’s not you she’s actually tethered to?” Mom stepped forward, eying ... my boobs? “What if it’s an object instead? One that comes from her domain and thus would be easy for her to enchant without anyone noticing?”

      Oh!

      I reached into my shirt and pulled out the pendant she’d given me for Christmas – an amber butterfly surrounded by a type of metal not of this Earth.

      “Brighdril,” she said, echoing my thoughts.

      “You think Riva’s connected to this?”

      “I think it’s a distinct possibility. Tell me. How often do you wear it?”

      “All the time.” I meant it, too. I barely took it off even to shower. It was one of my prized possessions despite the useless ass spell my mother had empowered it with.

      She looked at it, then back at me and smiled.

      “So if that’s the case then what does it mean?” I asked.

      “At worst, you could take it off and give both of you a break. But I think it might be possible to duplicate that resonance, to give her a wider range of autonomy.”

      “That’s great!”

      “Maybe. As I said, it’s only a theory. First I need to think for a bit and then do some research.”

      “Maybe I can help.”

      “Oh? I didn’t realize you’d taken a minor in Celtic.”

      She had me there. “Google Translate is a thing, you know.”

      “I appreciate the offer, Tamara, I really do, but this is Draíodóir business.”

      Points for using the same argument I’d just used with Dad.

      Still, rather than be discouraged, I decided to treat this as an opportunity instead. “About that. Don’t you think it’s time you gave me some lessons?”

      “I’ve been giving that some thought, Tamara,” she said, her tone bordering on condescending, “I know what you were able to do while in the Garden, but I think we need to consider that might’ve been little more than a fluke due to your proximity to...”

      “It’s not. I can do magic here, too.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “How do you know that?”

      “I used Sèi ... that fire blast spell, when I was fighting the voiders.”

      “You didn’t tell us that.”

      “You didn’t ask,” I shot back. “Well, now I’m telling you. I’m not just some girl with werewolf strength. I’m part Draíodóir. I can do what you do. So, I think it’s finally time for me to embrace being the Princess of Monarchs. In other words, I want in.”

      “You want in?” She arched an eyebrow. “Do you honestly think it works like that? That all it takes is knocking on the door, demanding entry, and poof, suddenly you’re enrolled at Hogwarts?”

      Forget knocking. I could kick the damned door down, but I had a feeling that wouldn’t win me this argument. “No. But you also can’t deny that I’m your daughter.”

      “I have never ever denied that.”

      I was tempted to point out that was bullshit. For twenty years she’d lied to her family about me, but that seemed to be splitting hairs for the sake of spite. “Then teach me.”

      She looked away, taking a deep breath before facing me again, her eyes boring into mine. “No.”

      “What do you mean, no?”

      “Just like I said. It’s too dangerous.”

      “Dangerous? Have you seen some of the shit I’ve faced out there?”

      “Language,” she snapped. “And to answer your question, of course I have. Don’t be foolish. But I’ve also seen how you handle your problems, mostly by punching them in the face – which is the exact opposite attitude you need to have with magic. You’re a hammer, Tamara, when what you need is the finesse of a surgeon’s scalpel.”

      I can’t believe I was going to say this, but... “Then teach me finesse.”

      “I know you don’t want to hear this, but it’s not as simple as saying Hocus Pocus and then something happens. Being a practitioner is a lifelong quest of continual learning and honing. Every one of the Draíodóir, every single one, were born into it. From the time we can speak, we are taught, indoctrinated, into its ways.”

      “You’re talking to a girl who went from newb to leader of a werewolf pack in roughly six months.”

      Mom was ready for that, though. “No offense to you or your pack, but that’s a walk in the park compared to the duties of a coven matron. This isn’t about strolling into the hollows with a big stick and ordering everyone to play fetch. If you were to try that with the Draíodóir, you’d be laughed out of Crescentwood ... assuming you weren’t shown the door in a more direct way.”

      A part of me wondered if Dad could hear us from downstairs. Probably, unless she had this place hexed to keep prying werewolf ears out. On the flip side, it wasn’t like this was the first time she’d dropped some shade on the lycanthrope side of the fence. Cease fire or not, I doubted the Draíodóir would ever stop thinking their shit didn’t stink.

      “Then skip the basics. We already know I can cast battle magic. That’s got to count for something.”

      Mom let out a sigh. “I’ll let you in on a secret, Tamara. You’re not the first person this has ever happened to.”

      “So you know another witch who had sex with a werewolf in a sacred glade during a...”

      “No! What I meant is, you’re not the first late bloomer to realize they had the ability to wield gald. It’s actually more common than you might think. For some, it may come from a distant ancestor after having skipped several generations. For others, it might be a random mutation. Regardless, you’re not the first to discover their power at a late age.”

      “Okay, so then what’s the protocol? How do you bring them into the fold when you find them?”

      Mom shook her head. “We don’t. Becoming a practitioner is a sacred thing, one we take seriously. Magic is simply ... too dangerous in the hands of a newcomer. So when we find someone like that, we bind them so they can’t use it anymore. It’s safer that way.”

      Holy shit! So not only were the Draíodóir uppity snobs, but they made it a point to effectively cripple anyone with potential rather than let them into their super exclusive club. “That’s ... that’s terrible.”

      “No. That’s reality.”

      “So that’s your take on all of this? Rather than teach me, you’re going to snip my wires?”

      “If I thought it would work, yes. But I think we both know it won’t.”

      “Even knowing what I’ve faced out there.”

      “Especially knowing what you’ve faced,” she snapped. “I know you, Tamara, better than you might think. The more you use this power, the more you’re going to want to use it. And the more you do, the greater the chance of something going wrong.”

      “Then teach me how to control it.”

      “I already explained why I can’t. We’ve lost too much time and the world is in a state of too much chaos for any of us to devote the time it would take. And that’s even assuming the others would accept you, which I can guarantee they won’t.”

      I had a feeling that last part was the real crux of the problem. “So where does that leave me?”

      She took a deep breath before softening her tone. “It leaves you with a lot to think about. I know it’s frustrating, but the power you have is potentially dangerous. Just because you can do something, doesn’t always mean you should.”

      I had a feeling this conversation had nowhere left to go but downhill. So, rather than let it devolve into a screaming match, I turned to leave. I just had one last question before I stepped through the door. “So what would’ve happened if you and Dad hadn’t convinced me I was sick when I was little?”

      “I can’t answer that. I don’t think either of us had any idea what you could or couldn’t do, aside from the fact that you were so strong...”

      “But what if you had realized I could do magic? Would you have taught me then?”

      Nothing but silence greeted my backside.

      Somehow, I wasn’t entirely surprised.
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      I spent the next few days grousing about my mother’s adamant refusal to teach me.

      Don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t a fulltime gig. There was plenty of other stuff to keep me busy – transferring to online classes, arguing with the finance office about refunding my dorm fee, and of course reacquainting my brother with the fact that barging into my room unannounced meant instant death. Deep down, however, I was stewing something fierce, enough so that even Riva gave me a wide berth.

      No amount of convincing would sway my mother, though. She was steadfast in her bullshit insistence, which basically left me out in the cold. Hell, I was even tempted to try the low road – extreme violence.

      Not against her, mind you, but she was rather fond of her new car, and accidents did happen.

      Heck, I even considered asking my dad to intervene, but I had a feeling he’d nope the fuck out of that so fast it would make my eyeballs spin.

      I was almost ready to give up and see if I could make any progress on my own when I remembered my mother wasn’t the only witch in the world. Sure, most of the Draíodóir were just as likely to tell me to take a flying leap, but I realized there might be one person I could turn to.

      My cousin Mindy was only a year older. We’d been pretty tight growing up, doubly so since we were both athletes – her a former gymnast. Despite still grieving the loss of her twin sister Melody, one of the victims of Aunt Carly’s rampage, Mindy had been instrumental in helping bring the Draíodóir to the negotiating table to hammer out a plan to save my parents.

      Since then, she and I had stayed in regular contact. No witch or werewolf stuff, just girl talk and being there for each other – even if it was via video chat.

      Though I didn’t want to take advantage of her sorrow, I knew her sister’s death had left a bitter taste in her mouth, since one of her own coven was to blame. Needless to say, I had a feeling that if there was one witch in Crescentwood who’d be willing to throw a middle finger at the status quo, it would be her.
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      “You do realize your mom already warned the Summer Council that you might ask, right? And they in turn have been spreading the word, to those of us in the know anyway,” Mindy said after the small talk had ended, sitting across from me at El Taco Grande in downtown High Moon.

      Despite the restaurant’s rather unimaginative name, they made a halfway decent chorizo making them a popular hangout for the local high schoolers. It was midmorning on a Wednesday, however, so for now we had it mostly to ourselves.

      Though I half-expected Chief Johnson to waltz in at any moment and read us the riot act, I hoped the fact that I’d simply invited Mindy to brunch in a public place would be enough to keep him at bay.

      So far so good, as it was just the two of us – literally this time.

      I’d told Riva about Mom’s theory regarding my pendant. It was she who’d suggested we use this as a test run, especially since hanging out in a restaurant while being unable to eat held no appeal for her.

      Sure enough, as I’d pulled away from my home – pendant still in my bedroom – there hadn’t been any sign of her being dragged along behind me, leaving me free to rendezvous with my cousin.

      “Can’t say I’m surprised,” I replied. “Mom is nothing if not thorough.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “Don’t I? I mean I live with the woman.”

      Mindy chuckled between bites from her vegetarian burrito bowl. “You’ve never had to prep a ritual while she’s breathing over your shoulder. I swear, that woman has a talent for making acolytes cry. Not that you heard it from me.”

      “Of course not.”

      “So why exactly are you asking?”

      Fuck it. No point in beating around the bush. “Because I can use magic now.”

      She nearly dropped her fork. “What?!”

      “You heard me. I was fighting those things a few days back, the voiders, and bam – fire magic.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Dead serious.”

      That sure as hell caught her attention. “Your mom didn’t tell us that part.”

      “What a surprise.”

      “I’m not kidding. She kind of implied you’d be...”

      “What?”

      “Trying to pump us for info for the wolfpack, like some sort of spy.”

      Annoyed as I was to hear that, I probably couldn’t blame her. There were plenty of folks on both sides who weren’t particularly happy about my existence in general. Spreading the word that I was a nascent spellcaster likely wouldn’t win me any new fans.

      “So you can wield gald now?” Mindy continued, her tone somewhere between shocked and impressed. “That’s absolutely nuts. Please tell me you won.”

      “Let’s not get into that.”

      “That’s a no.” She shook her head. “Goddess. How are we supposed to beat those things?”

      “Still a work in progress,” I told her, grabbing a forkful of refried beans. “But every little bit helps, or at least I hope so.”

      “Me, too.” She leaned forward and lowered her voice. “So which one was it? The spell, I mean.”

      “One of your favorites. Sei ... seid...” Fuck! I’d been able to spit it out in the heat of battle, but no such luck when I was actually thinking about it.

      “Sèididhteine?”

      “Show off.”

      “It’s a lot easier when it’s been drilled into your head for years on end. But, yeah, that’s a flame blast spell, basic but effective.” Mindy raised an amused eyebrow. “Should I be worried about you stealing any more of my tricks?”

      “Maybe. I’m still working on bending my legs back over my head like you used to be able to.”

      “Which is why the boys have always liked me better,” she said with a grin. “Anyway, it’s not so much my favorite as it is one of my specialties.”

      “Specialties?”

      She nodded. “I’m a pyrokineticist. Fire magic is pretty much second nature to me.”

      “You mean like how Carly was an air witch?” At the mention of our aunt’s name, Mindy winced as if I’d punched her in the gut. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to...”

      She waved me off, though. “It’s okay. I just have to keep reminding myself that bitch got what she deserved. But anyway yeah, she was an aerokineticist. Wind magic was her thing. Although apparently she had a talent for psychomancy, too.”

      Sensing this topic was going downhill, I tried to refocus us. “So how’s that work? Mom never mentioned anything like that to me.”

      “That’s because she’s a general practitioner ... in the witch sense anyway, like most Draíodóir. Don’t get me wrong, Aunt Lis has crazy amounts of power, but she’s more like a magical jack of all trades.”

      “So could she cast...?”

      “Fire or wind magic?” Mindy interrupted. “Of course. But it takes her the normal amount of effort. Whereas for me...” She looked around, first making sure nobody was paying attention. Then she snapped her fingers, producing a quick spark between them. “Let’s just say, fire magic is almost as easy as breathing. That’s how specialties work. It’s the great equalizer, especially if you’re up against a stronger witch.”

      “And you chose to specialize in fire?”

      Mindy shook her head. “It’s something you’re born with.”

      I almost hated to ask, but I did anyway. “And was Melody...?”

      “No. Despite us both having the same red hair, Mel was a generalist, too.” She took a sip of her drink then continued. “Specialists tend to be pretty rare, although some are more common than others.”

      I gestured for her to go on after she hesitated.

      “We’re not really supposed to talk about this stuff with outsiders, but I guess it’s no surprise to you at this point. Anyway, there are eleven acknowledged schools of magic. You have your four basic elements. Then there’s four more sub-elements.”

      “Sub-elements?”

      “Like weather magic. It’s a subset of aerokineticism.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “Then finally you have the more esoteric arts. You’re already familiar with psychomancy. The other two are dimensionalists and death magic.”

      “Death magic is a specialty?”

      She took another bite of her meal then nodded. “Oh yeah. Necromancers are definitely a thing, although far as I know there aren’t any in Crescentwood.”

      “Are we talking bringing back the dead here?”

      She let out a sad sigh. “Nobody can bring back the dead, Tamara. What they do is more akin to making meat puppets. It’s kinda sick if you ask me.”

      And once again it was time to change the subject. “So getting back to my point, I know I can use magic, but I don’t really know anything about it.”

      “So you’re here to ask if I’ll go against the Monarch Queen’s wishes and teach you?”

      “When you put it that way...”

      “I’m in.”

      “Wait, what?”

      Mindy pushed her plate away as if she’d suddenly lost her appetite. “I’m tired, Tam. I’m tired, sad, angry, scared, you name it. And all of it is because we’re so goddamned set in our ways that we can’t see the forest for the trees. When something doesn’t fit into our beliefs we either pretend it doesn’t exist or cast it to the side, and I’m sick of it. My sister is dead because one delusional witch decided to make a power play, using your existence as the excuse.”

      I opened my mouth but Mindy held up a hand. “I’m not blaming you. All of this is on Carly. But let’s not mince words. Your mom lied to us about you and Uncle Curt, making us think her marriage was some political stunt and that you weren’t even our blood. And that’s just us. I can only imagine how those lies affected you.”

      “Safe to say, if I ever wanted to go public, I’m sure I could easily book a spot on Maury or whatever people watch these days.”

      “No doubt. But the truth remains. Everything we’re dealing with right now is because someone older than us couldn’t pull their head out of their ass long enough to do the right thing. So what I’m saying is, it’s up to us to do better. And speaking personally, I don’t care who your dad is or that I’m supposed to hate his kind. You’re my cousin. Far as I’m concerned, you’re one of us. So that means the right thing is to tell your mom to go to Hell and teach you anyway.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. “Thank you.”

      Mindy once again lowered her voice, though. “Metaphorically anyway, at least on that last part. Your mom is still one scary bitch when she wants to be.”
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      “Are you sure it’s okay that I’m here?”

      I turned to face my cousin, watching her pick a bramble from the long red ponytail trailing behind her. “Of course it’s okay,” I lied. “Anyone disagrees and I’ll break their jaw.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do. Being a werewolf alpha means never having to apologize. So stop worrying.”

      “Sorry. It’s just ... this is my first time in Morganberg.”

      “Technically we’re not in Morganberg. We’re in the hollows.”

      “Same difference.”

      I didn’t say it aloud, not wanting to worry her, but she was probably right to be nervous. Morganberg itself, the town proper anyway, was no big deal. Though I doubted either side would’ve acknowledged it, both the pack and the Draíodóir had one thing in common – neither wanted the world to know they existed. That meant on a typical day both towns weren’t much different than anywhere else.

      Out here in the hollows, though, it was a whole different ballgame. Here, monsters ruled, or at least they had before I’d taken over.

      That didn’t mean this place still didn’t freak me out. I’d had my first werewolf encounter not too far from this spot, something which had scared the shit out of me at the time.

      Ever since then, the hollows had given me the heebie jeebies. Even now, possessing senses more than capable of giving me a heads up to danger, this place still made me uneasy.

      All the same, there was no point in letting Mindy know any of that, since I was the one who’d convinced her to come out here with me in the first place.

      In truth, I didn’t really see what other options we had.

      Practicing in Crescentwood was pretty much begging to get caught. Following the debacle on Christmas day, the Draíodóir elders had doubled the number of wards around the town. According to my cousin, in the past they’d mostly kept a lookout for lycanthropes and other extranormal intruders. Now, thanks to Carly’s treachery, they were keeping tabs on any magic out of the ordinary. Needless to say, we both had a feeling that someone like me, a hybrid between the two races, most certainly fell into that bucket.

      High Moon was likewise a bust as I had zero doubt Chief Johnson would sniff us out in a heartbeat. I doubted he’d actually do anything, but I couldn’t run the risk of him ratting us out to my parents.

      That left one place – the woods surrounding Morganberg.

      Fortunately, I knew the perfect spot within them.
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      “The words themselves aren’t important, Tam, so much as forming a connection in your mind between them and what you’re trying to accomplish.”

      “But you just said rituals were...”

      “That’s different. Rituals are much more complex and have specific purpose. They’re like performing neurosurgery. One wrong move and it all falls apart. But basic spells, especially battle magic, are more like hammering a nail.”

      We sat in the clearing facing each other. Despite my mother’s claims to the contrary, my cousin seemed confident we could skip the long-winded details and focus on ... well, hammering nails as she put it.

      It wasn’t going to make me a match for most Draíodóir in terms of control or finesse, but she was pretty certain that I could master a basic repertoire of spells designed for one purpose – kicking the shit out of whatever was coming for me.

      As Mindy spoke, I kept a close eye on her, wondering if she felt anything strange where we were. Thankfully I didn’t, at least so far – my mind blissfully free of suggestions to kill everyone around me. Talk about a relief.

      Seemed the sacred glade really was just a normal clearing in the woods now.

      I’d chosen this spot because it was secluded and mostly unknown to those outside the werewolf hierarchy. But there was also a sense of irony to it – training here to defeat the voiders since this was where it had all started.

      This was where I’d accidently opened the door for them. First with Jerry, then with my aunt – blood sacrifices which had welcomed them into this world. Hell, if I wanted to be pedantic it went back even further than that. This was where my parents had met and subsequently porked each other’s brains out. For all I knew, I was sitting in the exact spot where they had...

      Nope. Not going there.

      This glade was already sullied enough for me. I didn’t need the added burden of having to burn my pants, too.

      “So you see,” Mindy continued, “if you want to associate a spell with something that’s a bit easier to pronounce, you can always...”

      “No! If I have to practice Gaelic until my tongue bleeds, so be it, but I want to do this the right way.”

      “There really isn’t a right way. Carly used to...”

      “Recite her spells in English, trust me I know. And believe me when I say, Brigid was none too fond of it.”

      Mindy raised an eyebrow. “So you’ve said.”

      I let out a sigh. It was time to come clean. “You were probably too mind-fried to remember, but this is where it happened.”

      “This? It...”

      “Used to be a thin spot, the thin spot. Now it’s just a clearing in the woods.”

      “You’re right. I don’t remember, or at least not that well.” She turned her head, looking around. “Carly... This is where you finally stopped her?”

      I took a deep breath and nodded, unsure of how she would react to being back here.

      Mindy closed her eyes for a few moments, her expression unreadable. Then she made a snorting sound and spat on the ground.

      What the?

      My cousin smiled as I sat there looking confused. “I made a promise to Melody to spit on that bitch’s grave one day, for her.”

      “Sorry. I should’ve told you.”

      “No, you were right. I probably wouldn’t have wanted to come out here had you said anything. But the truth is, I think this place is perfect for what we need to do.” She stood up and dusted her jeans off. “All right, so back to business. Why don’t I write you up a list of basic incantations, what they do, as well as their pronunciation? Don’t worry if you can’t say it perfectly. Just do your best with them.”

      “Yeah, but...”

      Mindy held up a hand. “I know what you said, but trust me. We’re not exactly purists in Crescentwood. The way we pronounce most of it is bastardized at best.” Seeing I wasn’t entirely convinced, she continued. “My parents took a trip to the UK a few years back. Just a normal vacation, but while they were there they decided to reach out to one of the old covens outside of Cork. They thought it would be nice to get back in touch with their roots, but it ended up being a total disaster.”

      “How so?”

      “If you think we can be arrogant at times, believe me when I say we have nothing on practitioners from the Old World. They pretty much berated my parents as a bunch of posers and kicked them out. So anyway, what I’m saying is do your best, but don’t worry if you frig up a syllable here or there.”

      “But Brigid...”

      “I’m not doubting you. All I’m saying is maybe she gives points for effort.”

      I shrugged, finally giving up. “Fine. Makes as much sense as anything I suppose.”

      “Good,” she replied. “So then why don’t we get started? I for one am curious to see if I can make you into the witch nobody else wants you to be.”
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      “Focus ... and now!”

      “Lasadh biast!”

      I didn’t think I’d ever get used to hearing my voice followed by what sounded like two backup singers.

      Same with seeing a burst of purple energy erupt from my hands, shoot across the glade, and hit the pile of stones we’d set up as a target – blowing at least three of them into small chunks.

      Despite the cold temperature, I was sweating hard from the effort. If I was hoping for a break, though, it wasn’t to be.

      “For Christ’s sake, Tamara, I said to dial it back.”

      “That was dialed back.”

      “No. That was using an elephant gun when you should’ve used a peashooter. Not every incantation needs to be dialed to eleven. Sometimes we just want to get someone’s attention, not blow a hole through them. Like so.” She turned toward the rock pile. “Mhéara ar tintreach!”

      The pile of rocks was instantly showered with a micro storm of sparks, dancing across their surface but otherwise doing little damage.

      “See? That barely counts as a static shock. Now you try it.”

      “I can barely stand.”

      “I told you to bring some power bars,” Riva remarked, watching from the edge of the glade, “but did you listen? No.”

      “Oh shut up.”

      Don’t get me wrong, I hadn’t expected to master magic in only four short days. The very fact that I’d expanded my spell repertoire as much as I had was amazeballs to me. I’d been staying up late studying the cheat sheets Mindy had provided, relying on my werewolf stamina to keep me going.

      Most of my online classes weren’t until the afternoon, which was when my mother typically summoned Riva so they could keep working on making her visible. That left our mornings free to do whatever we needed to do – which meant it was the perfect time to meet Mindy and head to the hollows for a bit of practice.

      With most creatures of supernatural-proclivity seeming to favor the night, it also hopefully meant we were less likely to run into any werewolf issues.

      So far so good on that front.

      Less wonderful was that the afternoons found me practically crawling upstairs to my laptop. Mindy was a bit of a taskmaster, true, but not helping was that I was having trouble regulating how much power I put into each spell.

      Seemed I was a bit of a magical bazooka. No matter what I cast, it would fly out of me like a freaking battering ram. Hell, even Mindy had trouble channeling enough power to replicate the blue flames I could make for that fire blast spell – much to her own chagrin.

      The downside was me being absolutely wiped after maybe three or four attempts. It was like running the freaking Ironman on a daily basis. Blowing up a few stupid rocks was more work than fighting a freaking doppelganger.

      “One more time,” Mindy ordered. “And this time try to focus on controlling the power, not just calling it forth.”

      “Fine,” I groused, pushing myself back to my feet. “But you’re buying lunch when we get back.”

      “The way you eat? Not likely.”

      I shot her a glare, not that she was wrong. Using up my reserves built up a powerful appetite. Just yesterday, I’d downed three whole burgers and a large milkshake once we were done. The fact that I could still fit into my jeans was probably a minor miracle unto itself.

      Okay, you can do this. I turned toward my intended target. Sparks. Just a few sparks, nothing more.

      I made the association in my mind, connecting the words to what I wanted to happen, before reaching deep inside myself for the power – just as Mindy had taught me.

      There came a slight tingle in my head, telling me I’d made the connection.

      “Mhéara ar tintreach!”

      I meant to gently coax it out ... which instead got mistranslated to wrapping my metaphysical hands around its throat and throttling it until it did what I wanted.

      A crack of thunder roared across the hollows as Mindy and I ducked the shower of rocks and dirt the lightning bolt sent flying in every direction.

      Okay, so perhaps I still needed to work a bit on my approach. “Fuck!” I cried, leaning against a tree to keep from toppling over.

      “That was ... better,” Mindy said, wide-eyed. “I’m almost certain that crater is smaller than the one you made yesterday.”

      “Yay for progress,” Riva replied with a grin.

      My cousin dusted the debris off her jacket. “Okay, that’s enough for today. I can see what we should work on tomorr...” Her head suddenly whipped around as her eyes narrowed. “What was that?”

      “What was what?”

      “I don’t know. My skin just started crawling. Like we’re being...”

      “Relax,” I told her, tapping my nose. “Super senses, remember?” I turned in that direction, sensing nothing but the normalcy of the forest – save for maybe a heavy undercurrent of ozone left over from that last spell.

      “She’s right, Bent,” Riva said.

      “Don’t you start, too. There’s nobody...”

      “It’s not that. The thin spots. I think they just got another one.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah,” she said, nodding her head in frustration. “Another spot just disappeared from that map in my head.”

      Shit!

      That meant our practice was more necessary than ever. And here my mother would’ve had me sitting around with my thumb up my ass instead, all while the world was slowly cut off from the multiverse.

      I was halfway tempted to ask my cousin if she wanted to go for a while longer, but the truth was my tank was empty. Pushing it further was almost certainly a bad idea.

      That, and the crack of thunder from my last spell had been extra loud.

      It was probably a good idea to clear out, just in case any of the pack was within earshot – which wasn’t hard to imagine considering how keen werewolf ears could be.
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      A couple hours later found me in front of my laptop, listening to a dreadfully dull lecture on rock strata with an empty bag of chips next to me.

      Mom had taken Chris out to buy him a pair of sneakers and Dad was in the garage puttering around with the minivan. As for Riva, she was parked downstairs on the couch, opting to catch up on a few episodes of Euphoria rather than help me study.

      All in all, it was turning out to be a fairly dull afternoon, despite me conjuring fire blasts and lightning bolts just a short while earlier.

      Even so, it was hard to focus knowing another thin spot was gone. Who knew how many that made now? At some point I needed to sit down with Riva and map out the ones she still sensed, whether or not Mom approved of...

      My ears caught the sound of a car slowing down in front of our house. I didn’t think much of it until I heard the engine shut off, followed by footsteps approaching our front door – easy enough to track since being nosy was a lot more interesting than the lecture I was trying to power through.

      Curious, I turned toward the window, opened a crack since the cold didn’t bother me much these days, and took a sniff of the air.

      Cass?

      What was she doing here?

      I’d made it a point to stay off the pack’s radar since coming home – at least so far, even asking my father to not mention it to the others. There was just too much on my mind to get sucked back into that scene. Besides, between Cass and David, they had strong leadership these days.

      That was unfair, though. Cass was my friend, after all, and I hadn’t so much as dropped her a text since fleeing campus.

      I waited for the sound of the doorbell before realizing she’d probably noticed my father working in the garage.

      Duh! He was probably the reason she was here to begin with.

      She was the alpha female of the Morganberg pack, terrible title name aside. More importantly, though, she was my age, meaning she was younger and far less experienced than the others who’d hoped to inherit the mantle Grandma Nelly had left behind.

      My father, while currently holding no official rank in the pack, had offered both she and David the benefit of his knowledge as a former alpha should they ever need it.

      That meant she was probably here seeking his advice on something – piquing my curiosity.

      As I stood to head downstairs, figuring I should at least say hi, I considered how stupid the whole alpha thing was. I’d done a bit of research and learned that in actual wolf packs the concept of an alpha was mostly bullshit. Go figure, real wolves weren’t misogynistic assholes like their monstrous counterparts.

      If anything, it pointed to the fact that werewolves were closer to people than animals, doing stupid shit that had less to do with survival and more with control. In that context, it sadly made all the sense in the world – men wanted to be in charge of the cool stuff, while leaving everything else to the women.

      Figured.

      Still, times were changing for the Morganberg pack, with two women filling the alpha roles. Who was to say they couldn’t change even more? Heck, maybe by the time I was finished, we could move on from the idea of the strongest leading to something more akin to an actual democracy.

      Now there was an idea – werewolves casting ballots.

      I pushed that pipe dream to the side as I reached the ground floor, realizing I’d been correct. Both Cass’s voice and my father’s were coming from the direction of the garage – muffled partly due to the TV, but also thanks to some soundproofing he’d put up a while back so as to not disturb the entire house with his tinkering.

      Now if only he and mom would soundproof their bedroom, my life would be...

      The harried tone of their conversation caught my attention. Though their words were garbled, I caught enough to realize something serious was going on.

      I hurried my steps in that direction, curious as to what had them worked up.

      “What’s going on?” Riva asked as I passed through the living room.

      “Werewolf business. Stay here.”

      “Works for me,” she replied glibly, turning back toward the TV.

      I envied her ability to not give a shit as I opened the door leading to the garage.

      “Hey, stranger,” I greeted as both occupants turned my way.

      “Hey,” Cass replied, wide-eyed. “I-I didn’t realize you were back home.”

      “Yeah. Got in the other day,” I lied, hoping Dad didn’t call me out on it. “Sorry, meant to shoot you a text.”

      “Good timing, cupcake,” he cut in. “I was just about to call you down.”

      “Oh? Something going on?”

      “Yeah,” Cass replied, sounding harried. “Your dad’s right. Your timing couldn’t be better because we may have a problem.”

      “What’s up?”

      “The Draíodóir. We think they’re planning to invade the hollows.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hold on, back up a second. The Draíodóir are invading Morganberg? That doesn’t sound right.”

      “That’s what I said,” my father replied.

      Cass shook her head. “I know how it sounds, and I don’t necessarily believe it either, but hear me out. I don’t know if either of you have been to the hollows recently, but the place practically reeks of gald. That and I’ve been getting calls left and right from folks saying they’ve been hearing all sorts of strange things out there.”

      Oh crap. “Strange things in the hollows?” I remarked. “What a concept.”

      My father, however, refused to play along with my dismissive attitude. “Gald? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I know,” Cass said. “There shouldn’t be any magic in the air, ambient or otherwise, but there is – a lot of it. And that’s not all. It gets worse the closer you get to where the sacred glade was.” She eyed my father. “There’s no way that can be a coincidence. So ... I was wondering whether you knew of any...”

      “Don’t look at me like that,” he replied. “Lissa and I make it a point to stay out of each other’s business. And if we do overhear anything, we’ve agreed to keep it confidential.”

      “But...”

      “I trust my wife,” he stated, his tone implying it wasn’t up for debate.

      Cass held up her hands in a placating manner. “I’m not doubting you, Curtis. But you have to understand, Earl and the others are in a real snit about this.”

      “Okay, so just tell them to cool their jets,” I said.

      “Easier said than done.”

      “Why?”

      Dad turned toward me. “It’s because the alpha female holds the position of high priestess, but ... technically has no real rank. It’s all ceremonial.”

      “Are you fucking for real?”

      “It’s true,” Cass replied. “Although it doesn’t stop everyone from complaining to me like I’m their freaking den mother. Anyway, I was originally stopping by to ask your dad if he could maybe have a word with the elders on my behalf. They trust and respect him. But now that you’re back, Bent, you should take care of it.”

      Shit! I wasn’t ready to get my head stuck in the asshole of werewolf politics again, at least not yet. I already had way too much on my plate. “What about David?”

      She shook her head. “David’s got his own problems right now.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She sighed as if not sure whether to tell me what she knew. “He’s been having trouble with some of the hopefuls. He’s ... just too damned nice. Not to mention, he doesn’t have the blessing of Valdemar. Because of that they think he’s weak, not fit to be our beta.”

      “Oh for Christ’s sake. I go away to school for one freaking month and it all falls apart.”

      “He can handle that on his own, but this issue with the Draíodóir is causing...”

      “Nothing,” I interrupted. “It’s a non-event. They’re not planning to invade jack shit.”

      “But the gald...”

      “Is from me!”

      And just like that I’d spilled the beans, despite not meaning to. Still, if it would keep the peace then it was worth it. Who would have ever thought hulking monsters would be so freaking paranoid?

      “What do you mean?” Cass asked, looking confused.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve been practicing behind your mother’s back,” Dad said with a sigh.

      “I might’ve been ... just a teeny bit.”

      Cass looked between the two of us. “Practicing what?”

      “Magic,” I confessed.

      “Tamara apparently takes after both her parents,” Dad explained, before turning my way. “Although I seem to recall your mother expressly forbidding you from doing any such thing.”

      “Hold on, she told you about that? I thought you two didn’t...”

      “We don’t talk shop unless it concerns our only daughter.”

      A rather convenient loophole. I should have guessed as much.

      “Wait. You can do magic?” Cass replied, eyes wide as saucers. “So you’re a...?”

      “Draíodóir?” I finished. “No. In fact Mom was quite clear on that matter. I just so happen to have some talent in that area.”

      “A talent which could be very dangerous in the hands of a novice,” Dad pointed out.

      “Well, then it’s a good thing Mindy’s helping me.”

      “What?!” they both replied.

      Oh yeah, I’d definitely stuck my foot in it. “She’s been teaching me, showing me how to control it.”

      “Teaching you?” Dad asked. “And where exactly is class being held?”

      “Over ... in the hollows, at the sacred glade.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Let me see if I have this straight. You brought a witch into our territory to show you how to do magic? Are you insane?”

      “Well, we couldn’t exactly do it over in Crescentwood without being noticed.”

      “I hate to break it to you, Tam Tam, but you were noticed.”

      “Yes, in Morganberg, where I just so happen to be in charge.” That stopped them in their tracks. “Speaking of which, as your alpha I forbid you from telling Mom about any of this.”

      “What?”

      “In case it wasn’t clear, that’s an order.”

      I had a feeling I was pressing my luck, and Dad sure as hell looked like he wanted to say something about that, but in the end he simply gritted his teeth. “Very well, my alpha.”

      Oh yeah, I made a note to update my résumé. I probably needed to find a job because I was almost certainly being hit with a rent bill next month.

      “All of that assumes everything remains as it is,” Cass said, before quickly holding up her hands. “That wasn’t a threat by the way.”

      “Then what was it?”

      “She’s saying that you have to tell them something,” my father replied.

      “It’s like I already said, the Draíodóir aren’t planning to invade.”

      Cass, however, shook her head. “It’s not that simple. The cat’s already out of the bag. The pack knows about the presence of gald in our territory. Simply telling them all’s well isn’t going to cut it. They know something has been in our lands that isn’t supposed to be and they’re going to want an explanation. You don’t owe it to the rank and file, but the elders will want to know so they can keep panic from spreading – like when that doppelganger showed up.”

      “Don’t remind me,” I told her, remembering what a pain in the ass that had been.

      “This could be worse,” she continued. “Remember, Mindy was at the peace conference along with Earl and the others. If any of the elders decide to start snooping around the glade and catch her scent they’ll likely remember her. That gives them a target.”

      “What about telling them she was there at my invitation? As a sort of, I don’t know, envoy.”

      My father shook his head. “That isn’t going to fly after the fact. That’s something you should tell folks ahead of time, not after. And, yes, you could always plead ignorance but...”

      “It’ll make me look weak,” I interrupted, starting to get with the program. “And it’s not like I can tell them the truth either.”

      The look Dad shared with Cass said all I needed to know about that idea. Goddamned werewolf politics.

      “Fine. So why don’t I tell them to hunker down while I take care of it, just like with the doppelganger?”

      My father nodded. “That could work, but you need to tell them that yourself. It’ll carry more weight that way.”

      I let out a sigh. “I was really hoping to hold off on getting involved in pack business again.”

      “Then you probably should’ve thought of that before dragging a witch into the hollows for a game of fireball tag.”

      “This is because I pulled rank, isn’t it?”

      Dad didn’t answer me, but the humorless grin on his face said everything. Goddamn, parents always found a way to win in the end, even if it meant being petty as fuck.

      No doubt noticing the tension in the air, Cass backed up a step. “So ... should I tell the others you’re back and want to address them?”

      “Yeah, I guess. Set up a meeting, please. Preferably a fully clothed one,” I added before she could escape.

      I might’ve been dragged back into pack politics against my will, but I could at least try to make sure I kept my pants on for it.
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      Cass left to spread the word that we’d be meeting tonight. Sadly, much as I wanted to put it off, it couldn’t wait. What she’d said about Mindy and the others possibly being able to identify her scent made this more urgent than I’d have liked.

      The last thing I wanted to do was put her in the pack’s crosshairs.

      Hopefully I could still head this off at the pass with a bit of creative posturing.

      I was beginning to understand why my father had lost his shit back when I’d laid out Mitch, the beta at the time. Holding a position of rank in the pack brought with it a whole ton of headaches that he never wanted me to have.

      And yet here I was, in charge and learning just how much of a burden leadership could be.

      Not helping was the fact that the second Cass pulled away from the curb, I went from being the Morganberg alpha back to a college student beholden to the good graces of her parents.

      “Really, Tamara?” Dad groused. “Inviting your cousin into our territory to teach you magic? That has to be one of the stupidest things you could’ve possibly done. You couldn’t have made a worse decision had you tossed a lit match into a powder keg. Don’t even get me started on ordering me to keep secrets from your mother. I swear, young lady, you’re lucky I’m wearing prosthetic legs because otherwise I’d have to step in and...”

      “You’d lose.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I said you’d lose. With every portal the voiders close, you and Mom are getting weaker. I’m not. That’s the truth of the matter. And even if it wasn’t...”

      “I see someone is getting a bit big for her britches.”

      I put my hands on my hips and stared up at him. “And who’s fault is that? Aren’t you the one who drilled being an alpha-hole into my head? I didn’t ask to be in charge, but I can’t hand the reins back over either without making us both look weak. So I’m kind of stuck between a rock and a hard place here, Dad.”

      That caused him to actually let out the ghost of a chuckle. “I suppose some of that is my fault, isn’t it?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I guess I just didn’t expect my little Tam Tam to throw my own words back in my face.”

      “Sorry about that.” Before he could say anything, I held up a hand. “That’s me as your daughter saying it by the way. It’s just, the last thing I need right now is Mom flipping her shit. And she will. You know that.”

      “Not gonna argue.”

      “The thing is, I have to learn this stuff. There’s no choice. I need every edge I can possibly get if I’m going to stop these voider things.”

      “Also valid.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “I agree. Just because I love your mother doesn’t mean she’s always right.”

      “I’m sensing a but here.”

      He nodded. “But this is Draíodóir business, so I can’t exactly tell her she’s wrong about it either.”
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      “So how are you going to dig yourself out of this one?” Riva asked.

      “Probably by shoveling a lot of bullshit.” I checked my hair in the bathroom mirror. If I was destined to spend the night freezing my ass off in the hollows, at least I could look good doing so.

      Dad had gone to Morganberg early to check on some things as well as procure refreshments for this evening’s emergency meeting. There was probably some logic to that. After all, things would certainly be worse if I had to deal with hangry werewolves, too.

      Mom and Chris were still out, giving me some time to preen before I had to leave.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?”

      I shook my head, noting I could see Riva when I looked at her but not in the mirror. Interesting, but probably not terribly meaningful. “No reason we should both suffer.”

      “Is it really suffering if there’s a good chance of seeing naked bodies?”

      “It is if you consider how ninety percent of those bodies look. Trust me, you don’t want to see Earl naked.” I unclipped the butterfly pendant from around my throat and placed it atop the dresser. “Besides, it’s probably best I don’t tempt fate by wearing this. It reminds them of my mother.”

      “Is that a bad thing? I mean, aren’t most of them afraid of her?”

      “Yes, but it’ll look like I’m hiding behind her apron strings, and you know werewolves.”

      Riva rolled her eyes. “Yeah. If you blink the wrong way you look weak. God, Bent, I swear it’s like a whole forest of toxic masculinity.”

      “Don’t remind me...” I trailed off as the sound of a car pulling up outside caught my ears.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I held up a hand and listened. It wasn’t either of my parents. They’d have just pulled into the driveway. I doubted it was Cass either, unless she was coming back to bitch me out in private.

      I took a sniff of the air, immediately recognizing the scent. “What the hell?”

      “Who is it?”

      “Speaking of males, toxic or otherwise...,” I replied with a grin, turning and racing downstairs.

      I reached the foyer and opened the door to find Justin’s mug staring back at me, a duffel bag in one hand and his other raised to knock. Unable to help myself, I grabbed him in a hug, glad to see he was okay, despite his assurances via email that he was being careful.

      Then I realized what I was doing and quickly stepped back. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “Good to see you, too, Bent,” he replied, sounding a bit gobsmacked.

      “You know what I mean. Why are you here in High Moon? We’re a bit far from campus.”

      “Really? I hadn’t noticed. You’re welcome, by the way.”

      “Huh?”

      “I gave your letter to the Dean.”

      “Thank you. Although, I’m guessing you didn’t drive all this way just to tell me that. So then why...?”

      “This.” He dropped the heavy duffel bag at my feet.

      “You brought me ... a dead body?”

      “Close. I’m friends with your RA. They told her about your switch to online, so she offered to pack up your stuff so I could bring it to you.”

      I was actually touched. Not to mention it saved me from having to go shopping for a whole new wardrobe. “You didn’t have to do that. I could have...”

      “It’s not just about the clothes. Did you honestly think I was going to let you deal with this shit alone, especially after the way you bugged out?”

      “I didn’t bug out. I left so that thing wouldn’t have a reason to stick around and hurt anyone else.”

      “Uh huh. Let’s be realistic, you ran.”

      “Did not!”

      “Yeah, right. Don’t forget, I was there for some of the crap you had to deal with. Like when Coach turned out to be a split-level vampire, or when that lizard guy kidnapped the crypto-geeks. You didn’t bat an eye for any of that. But not this time. So, I figured it must be serious. And if that’s the case, then I’m here for you.”

      “I appreciate that, but...”

      “But,” Riva interrupted, hot on my heels, “this is a guy who just drove five hundred miles because he’s concerned about you. For Christ’s sake, invite him in and at least sit on his face. He’s sure as hell earned it.”

      “Do you mind?” I turned back toward Justin, glad he couldn’t hear her. “Riva says hi.”

      “Glad to hear she’s okay, too.”

      “I’m serious,” Riva continued. “You have the house all to yourself. Get his ass in here and out of those pants.”

      Ignoring her, I replied, “Well, since you’re here, would you like to come in and get out of those ... out of the cold?”

      Well, trying to ignore her anyway.
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      “You can’t just up and leave college,” I scolded as we sat in the living room. “It’s your last semester, you...”

      His response was a shit-eating grin. “Unlike one of us here, I have an almost straight A average. Believe me, a few missed quizzes won’t hurt my GPA.”

      “Ass.”

      “Perhaps, but I’m an ass who already has two job offers waiting after graduation.”

      “Cute and employable,” Riva said. “Not to mention, he’s probably already been through your underwear.”

      I threw her some side-eye. “It’s hard to be employed when you’re dead.”

      “Then I suppose I’ll have to try real hard to not end up that way.”

      “The best way would be by going back to school. So haul your ass back into your car and get driving...”

      “To my uncle’s place?” he interrupted. “Sure. He owns a house less than ten miles away and lives alone, which means he has more than enough room for his favorite nephew. So there. Anytime you need me, I can be here within twenty minutes give or take.”

      I let out a sigh, realizing I wasn’t going to win this short of breaking his legs. “I appreciate it, Justin. Lord knows I do, but...”

      “Listen to me. You’ve already told me about everything on your plate. Werewolves on one side, wizards on the other, with both of them pulling you in different directions. I know you think you can handle it, and you probably can, but I thought it might be nice to have someone around who’s just here for you.”

      “Yeah, her name’s Riva.”

      “I meant ... someone who can drive a car, grab you some food, or whatever.” He looked past my shoulder at a spot where Riva was most certainly not. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” she replied before turning to face me. “C’mon, Bent, that’s practically a marriage proposal. I mean, Taylor Swift’s written love songs for less.”

      Much as I hated to admit it, she kind of had a point. What Justin had done, showing up out of the blue like this ... well, could’ve been construed as creepy and stalkerish, but I didn’t think that was the case, especially with him knowing what might be waiting here. It was actually kinda sweet. Don’t get me wrong. I wasn’t quite ready to follow through with Riva’s lewder suggestions, but having another friend there with no other agenda other than backing me up, well, it made the burden on my shoulders feel a little bit lighter.

      Not to mention, he was right. Riva and I were best friends for life, but at the moment she couldn’t even screw in the proverbial lightbulb. Moral support was all well and good, but sometimes it helped to have someone who could actually interact with the world.

      I opened my mouth to say as much ... just as I heard another car pull up outside.

      Guess I was popular today.

      That turned out to be even more true than expected, as my supercharged nostrils picked up yet another familiar scent.

      “You have gotta be kidding me.”
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      I meant to close the door behind me and head my latest guest off at the pass. No idea why. It’s not like I was doing anything with Justin, but for some reason I felt weird about it.

      Whatever the case, I was too slow as I opened the door only for the look on my beta’s face to stop me dead in my tracks.

      I should’ve guessed something was wrong by the sheer fact that David had driven into High Moon, almost certainly aware that Chief Johnson would be raising a quizzical eyebrow somewhere.

      “David. Um hey! Listen, I was just heading...”

      He instead stepped right past me into the foyer. “I’m sorry, Tamara. I know this is a breach of etiquette and all, but it couldn’t wait. I need to talk to you about... Who’s this?”

      So much for my worlds not colliding. I closed the front door and turned to face him. “David, this is Justin. He’s a friend from college. Justin, this is David. He’s...”

      “Your beta werewolf, right?” Justin replied standing up.

      In the next instant, David moved forward until he was encroaching on the other man’s personal space. “How do you know that?”

      “Duh! She told me.”

      “Yeah, well, she and I have business to discuss that doesn’t involve you. So you need to go.”

      “I’m not leaving unless she tells me to,” Justin shot back, matching David stare for stare.

      What the hell was happening here?

      “Oh, you think so?”

      “Yeah, betta fish, I do.”

      “Listen, both of you...,” I started.

      “And since I’m her partner,” Justin continued, “whereas she’s your boss, I think that means I outrank you on this one.”

      “I don’t know what you think you’ve been told, but you’d better back down quick before I introduce you to the monster under the bed.”

      “Looks like someone ordered a side of dick measuring contest for dinner,” Riva remarked.

      “Don’t start,” I told her.

      Fortunately, David was too busy getting all up in Justin’s grill to notice I was talking to someone who wasn’t there. Unlike Cass, he didn’t know about Riva and I preferred to keep it that way.

      He turned to me, hooking a thumb toward Justin. “Who is this clown anyway?”

      “Okay enough,” I snapped. “Settle down before I put both of you through a wall.” I took a deep breath before realizing there might actually be some common ground I could use. “Justin’s helped me out with a few ... incidents on campus. He’s captain of the Bailey U wrestling squad.”

      “You wrestle?” David asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “A bit. You?”

      “Former co-captain of Morganberg High.”

      Justin nodded respectfully, dialing it back a notch. “So what now? We settle this on the mat?”

      David grinned in response. “No offense, bro, but you’d lose.”

      Before either one could say anything to that, I chimed in with, “He’s right. You would. Werewolf, remember?”

      Justin looked between us for a moment or two before backing up a step, “I suppose that’s fair.”

      “All right, now that we have that settled, what’s up?”

      David glanced Justin’s way before replying, “Business.”

      “You can talk freely. I trust him and he already knows everything.”

      “Everything?” David asked, eyes wide. “But ... he’s just a human.”

      “So?”

      “So?! We’re not supposed to talk about this stuff with them.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “And who made that rule?”

      “It’s just the way it’s always been. You need to...”

      “Last I checked I was your alpha. That means the only thing I need to do is say jump and let the rest of you figure out how high.”

      In the space of a second all the color drained from David’s face as he no doubt realized he’d crossed some imaginary line in the sand – one that would’ve gotten him pummeled had anyone else been in charge. Good thing for him I was a kinder gentler alpha. Not to mention, I was making this up as I went.

      “Okay, let’s make this simple. I order you to tell me what’s going on.” Then, realizing I might’ve been stacking the asshole deck a bit high, I added, “Justin’s cool. Trust me on this.”

      David let out a sigh. “Fine, as you wish.”

      Next to him, Justin made a whip cracking motion, causing me to purse my lips.

      “Don’t make me kick your ass just for shits and giggles.”
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      “So, the problem is the guys want me to challenge you.”

      “The guys?” I replied.

      David nodded. “The hopefuls. They’re not happy with you in charge.”

      “Big surprise. What’s got their panties in a bunch this time?”

      “Do you need a list?” Then, no doubt remembering werewolf etiquette, he added, “Sorry. But anyway, it’s the usual stuff. They don’t like the fact that you’re an outsider, that you have Draíodóir blood in your veins, that...”

      “I’m a woman?”

      He paused for a moment before nodding.

      “What a bunch of asshats,” Justin remarked.

      I glanced his way. “I seem to recall the wrestling squad giving me shit for the exact same reasons ... minus the Draíodóir part anyway.”

      “Men are pigs,” Riva said.

      “No question there.”

      “No question what?” David asked, sounding confused.

      Crap! I needed to be more careful. Cass understood the bond Riva and I had, but that didn’t mean the others would. I doubted it would endear the pack to me to learn I had a ghost friend looking over my shoulder – especially considering how secretive they could be with their shit.

      “Never mind. Just talking to myself. Is this because I left to go back to school?”

      David shook his head. “Not really, but that probably didn’t help matters.”

      “It’s only been a month.”

      “I know, but the grousing started within a few days. While you were there, everyone was quick to get in line. But the second you were gone...”

      I threw a quick glance Riva’s way before answering, “They all decided to have a dick measuring contest.”

      “Something like that. I’ve been trying to keep the peace, but I’m getting a lot of pushback.” He let out a deep breath. “A lot of them are likewise unhappy that you picked me as your beta. They think I got the job because...”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Because of what?”

      “Because you were playing favorites.”

      Oh. The annoying part was they weren’t wrong. Sure, David wasn’t actually sleeping with me in a bid to win my favor, but that didn’t mean I hadn’t thought of it. Hell, I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t entertained the fantasy of simply ordering him to fuck my brains out. Go figure. It was just my luck to be blamed for something I hadn’t done, making me kind of wish I had, so I could at least deserve their scorn.

      Still, now wasn’t the time for such thoughts, not with Riva looming in the corner practically waiting to egg me on. “If by favorites they mean you treated me like an actual human being and not garbage, then yeah they might have a point.”

      “And I appreciate it, but that’s also part of the problem. I became your beta due to the position being vacant, not through fair combat. And, well, there’s the blessing of Valdemar, too.”

      “That isn’t your fault.”

      “I know that.”

      “They’re just looking for any excuse at this point,” Justin said to me. “I know how this shit works. They’re all hanging out together behind the proverbial bleachers talking tough, except for some of them it isn’t just talk. They start thinking about it and the more they do the more they convince themselves they have valid reasons to start trouble.”

      David was obviously not comfortable talking about this stuff with an outsider, one who was human no less, but even he nodded his head.

      “It doesn’t matter if they’re human or werewolf,” Justin explained. “Put enough guys together and some of them will find an excuse to be assholes.”

      I couldn’t argue with him there. What I could do, however, was try to fix this. “Okay, so tell me whose heads I need to bust.”

      “No!” David cried. “That’s exactly what you shouldn’t do. They’re pressuring me to challenge you, yes, but that means I need to deal with it.”

      “So then why don’t they just do it themselves? I thought that was fair game.”

      “It is, but you’re missing the point. For all their tough talk they’re ... still afraid of you. It’s me they’re gunning for. That means you can’t interfere. If you do, it’ll make me look even worse in their eyes.” He threw Justin some quick side-eye before facing me again. “I ... just wanted to tell you in person as a heads up, so you’re aware.”

      I didn’t need Riva’s input to understand the unspoken subtext. David hadn’t told me anything that couldn’t have been said in a text message, but he’d decided to purposely drive over once he learned I was back in town – not realizing I had company.

      It made me wonder how this visit might’ve played out otherwise. Sadly, I’d have to leave that in the realm of what-ifs for now. The hour, alas, was growing late.

      “Okay, so what can I do?”

      “For this, nothing. Let me handle it. You just need to be there tonight as their leader. Leave no doubt on that. Tell them what to do, don’t ask for their opinions, and, above all else, be as strong as I know you can be.”
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      “How does one change the stupid neanderthal mindset of an entire pack of werewolves?” I asked myself as I drove down Crossed Pine Road headed toward the hollows.

      “Um ... kill all the assholes and raise the next generation to not be complete jerks,” I likewise answered.

      It was a solution, just not the one I was looking for.

      Still, talking aloud kept me focused on the problem ahead and not on the fact that I was driving into the woods after dark purposefully looking for monsters.

      After David left, both Justin and Riva tried to talk me into letting them come along, but I shot that idea down. This was my problem to deal with. Good as her intentions were, I didn’t need Riva distracting me tonight. As for Justin, the only thing he’d accomplish by coming along would be getting himself killed – something I spent a good twenty minutes drilling into his head before seeing him out.

      Don’t get me wrong, it was sweet as hell of him to have driven all the way out here for my sake, not to mention I had no doubt I was going to need some moral support in the days ahead. Despite my denials to Riva, it also made me wonder if maybe things could’ve been different for us had my life not taken a detour to Crazy Town.

      Justin and David – two very different roads, both not taken.

      Speaking of roads, I spied the semi-hidden turnoff ahead, mercifully distracting me from thoughts of a lonely future. Oh well, I could always adopt a cat.

      I turned left, easing the sedan onto the dirt trail. Then I drove about a hundred yards before braking and turning off the lights.

      I trusted Justin to have my back, but I wasn’t stupid enough to think he wasn’t capable of doing something asinine like trying to tail me into the hollows Mission Impossible style.

      I waited in the dark for about ten minutes, trying not to focus on the fact that all sorts of horrors could be lurking just beyond the windows of my car and I’d never know until it was too late.

      Oh, yeah, talk about embracing the old alpha mindset.

      Finally, realizing he hadn’t followed me after all, I turned the high beams back on – and immediately let out a scream as they illuminated something massive standing about fifteen yards ahead of me.

      It was all I could do to keep from peeing myself then and there as I realized it was a werewolf, just hanging out in the middle of the trail staring my way.

      How the fuck did he sneak up on me like that?

      Duh! That wasn’t too hard to answer. I’d been too focused with what wasn’t going on behind me to notice, not to mention distracted by thoughts of becoming a crazy cat lady.

      That was all well and good, but it didn’t tell me who the hell I was looking at.

      It wasn’t either my father or Cass, that much was obvious. David maybe?

      But if so, why stand there like some creepy-ass gawker ... unless he, too, was worried that Justin might’ve followed me.

      I took a sniff of the air. No, definitely not David. That said, my nose was good, but I’d only committed a handful of werewolf scents to memory. This clown, whoever they were, wasn’t on the list.

      I momentarily debated between getting out and asking them, versus hitting the gas and simply running this fucker over on general principle.

      Sadly, that was a moot point as the beast opened its mouth, letting its tongue loll out before turning and bolting into the woods at top speed.

      Asshole!

      Tempting as it was to give chase, I stopped myself. I might’ve been stronger than the vast majority of the pack, but that didn’t mean I’d win in a foot race. Not to mention, unlike the rest of them, I couldn’t see for shit in the dark – one of the powers I’d lost out on in the tradeoff of being born a hybrid.

      Whatever. I had a meeting to get to. Getting lost on a wild dog chase would only serve to make me look like a fool in front of a crowd that just barely tolerated me as it was.

      Nevertheless, as I continued onward – taking it nice and slow just in case stalker wolf decided to make another appearance – I mentally catalogued the jackass’s scent so I could ID them when I saw them next. Whoever they were, we’d be having words before this night was through.
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      Faint thunder rumbled in the distance as I made my way through the dark woods. Strange, as the forecast had called for clear skies this evening, but that was the least of my worries as I let my nose lead me.

      I managed to only trip over exposed roots two or three times, before realizing I was no longer alone. This time, however, I recognized the scent that was approaching.

      “Cass!” I called out, hoping she was in a better mood than earlier. Regardless, she was always welcome company.

      “Hey,” she replied, appearing between a gap in the trees. It was darker than the bottom of a witch’s cauldron, but I managed to make out the light color of her coat. “I thought I’d meet you halfway.”

      “Appreciated. I don’t think I’m ever going to be able to do this in the dark without tripping over my own two feet.” I stopped directly in front of her. “So, anyway ... I see you’re dressed.”

      “For now,” she replied with a chuckle. “I passed on your message, although I don’t think everyone was pleased. Some of the elders are real old school about these things.”

      “Well, then they should supply the portable heaters so some of us don’t freeze our ass off.”

      She let out a laugh, but there was a nervous undertone to it. “Just so you’re aware, I’m going to have to lead them in a prayer at some point. It’s just...”

      “No problem,” I interrupted, as we turned toward the pack’s usual meeting spot. “So how are the natives?”

      “Restless. Listen, Bent, I...”

      “Do me a favor and keep your eyes peeled. One of them met me on the way in. Just stood there staring like some sort of wolf perv before running off.”

      “They could’ve just been curious as to when you’d arrive,” she offered.

      “Maybe, but my gut says no.”

      “Possible. I wouldn’t doubt there’s going to be some needless posturing tonight. Nothing you can’t handle, though.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate the vote of confidence.”

      “There’s ... something else you might need to handle, too.”

      “Oh? Someone else got a burr up their backside?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe.”

      “Who?”

      “Me.”

      I stopped and turned to face her, her expression hard to read in the dark. “Don’t tell me you want my job, too. Because if that’s the case, I’m liable to just give it to...”

      “No!” she cried before lowering her voice, no doubt mindful that sound carried far in the hollows. “Don’t even joke like that, not here.”

      I was about to apologize before remembering that was also a no-no – fucking werewolf politics. Instead, I decided to be a bit more direct. “Explain yourself.”

      She offered me a subtle nod, no doubt agreeing with my choice of words. “It’s Marge. She’s giving me problems again.”

      Margaret Bentford was the pack’s so-called beta female – its mystic in training. A grade school teacher by day, she’d served as Grandma Nelly’s apprentice for years – likely thinking she’d take over one day. Then Nelly died and Cass ended up with an unexpected promotion to the top spot, receiving Valdemar’s blessing mere minutes before the sacred glade was destroyed.

      Needless to say, Marge hadn’t been happy with being rank-skipped by a relative nobody.

      “I thought she’d cooled her jets after the fiasco on New Year’s Day.”

      Cass nodded. “That’s what I thought, too, but lately she’s been ... vocal about it. She doesn’t think I can cut it and she’s been spreading the rumor that it’s my fault the Cathedral of Valdemar was destroyed. I think she might be emboldened because of what’s going on with the beta hopefuls.”

      “Cathedral of...?”

      “The sacred glade.”

      “Ah. Should’ve figured. Do you need me to have a word with her?”

      “No. Same deal as with David. I need to handle this.”

      “So just another heads up?”

      “Also no. What I need is for you to keep an eye on me tonight.”

      I cocked my head, not understanding.

      “Okay, time to come clean. You’re not the only one who’s been keeping secrets. The thing is, Bent, I haven’t actually ... changed since that day.”

      “Changed?”

      It took me a moment to catch on but then I realized what she was saying. Cass had inherited Nelly’s position as well as her power. That had resulted in her turning into a towering grey-furred nightmare wolf. Unlike Nelly, though, Cass had become a savage beast. However, I’d been led to believe that had been because of Carly threatening the sacred glade, nothing more.

      “Are you serious? You haven’t even tried?”

      “Would you have? Think about it. The first thing I did after turning into that monster was try to kill you.”

      “That was the voices of the glade messing with your head.”

      “Maybe, but what if I change again and the same thing happens? I could massacre half the pack before they stop me, maybe more.”

      “You won’t.”

      “I don’t know that. That’s why I haven’t tried. Problem is, that’s part of the reason Marge is up my ass. So now I have no choice. But it also needs to be in front of the others, a show of strength to shut her up once and for all. That’s why I waited.”

      “For me to call a meeting?”

      “No. For you to be there. If everything goes well, that’s great. I’ll do a quick prayer and Marge can eat shit for all I care. But if it doesn’t...”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “You’re the only one I trust to stop me if I lose control.”
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      As if I didn’t already have enough on my shoulders. Now I had one of my best friends doing the whole, “you have to kill me before I hurt anyone,” schtick.

      I swear, the next person who brings me bad news is going to get my fist up their ass.

      Sadly, I had a feeling it wouldn’t be a long wait.

      Cass took a minute to compose herself after dropping that bombshell on me. Flurries were starting to fall as we continued onward again – meaning it was cold, dark, and wet once we finally emerged into the clearing that the pack called home.

      From the look of things, most of them were already present. Fortunately, some of the more industrious souls had already fired up the charcoal grills at the far end – offering at least some meager illumination.

      It was enough to see that maybe two thirds of those present were clothed, with a smaller contingent standing around bare-assed with their goods on display for all to see.

      Sadly, I saw David was among that first group. Probably for the best.

      He turned my way and raised a hand in greeting. However, before he could take a single step in our direction, some naked asshole stepped in. He grabbed hold of David’s arm and forcibly spun him around.

      “Don’t turn your back on me, coward,” the man growled, getting into my beta’s personal space.

      What the? My nose tingled. Whoever this guy was, his scent matched that of the werewolf who’d blocked my car earlier.

      “Oh shit,” Cass whispered. “He’s gonna do this now?”

      “Wait. Are they...?”

      “Yeah. Brad’s challenging David.”

      “Who?”

      “Brad Morgan. He’s one of the hopefuls.”

      Hold on. “Morgan?”

      “Yes. Like in Morganberg,” she confirmed. “He’s a direct descendant of the town’s founders. His ancestors served as our alphas for two centuries, until your family challenged them and took over.”

      Great. Just what I needed – a werewolf with a chip on his shoulder.

      I tried to take a closer look without appearing like I was staring, which I obviously was. Oh well, fuck it. I was in charge. I could stare at whoever the fuck I wanted to.

      This Brad Morgan person wasn’t a bad looking guy. He had a slimmer build than David, with dirty blonde hair and more angular features. All of that was ruined, mind you, by the sheer arrogance pouring off his face.

      He glanced my way, as if realizing I was watching – then flashed me a grin before turning back, quick as a snake, and throwing a punch directly into David’s waiting face.
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      Their battle was savage, brutal, and – from the look of things – going to be over way quicker than I’d have expected.

      There was no doubt in my mind David was off his game. Maybe he wasn’t expecting to be challenged in front of the crowd, or maybe it was my presence, but either way I saw he was on the defensive from the start.

      Both men changed into their wolf forms after the first volley of blows, confirming what my nose had already told me – that this Brad jackass had been the one playing wannabe road kill in front of my car earlier.

      Thank goodness for supercharged senses, because that was the only way I was able to tell them apart as they went at it – quickly becoming a brawling mass of fur, teeth, and claws, all while the crowd looked on.

      I had no idea what was going through David’s mind, other than he seemed to be playing straight into Brad’s gameplan, which wasn’t like him.

      David and I had known each other prior to all of this, or at least been familiar with each other – having faced off as members of our respective high school wrestling teams. He was a competent athlete – possessing both good form and instincts. Yet none of that was on display here.

      There was a desperation to his moves, as if he wasn’t sure what to do against his snarling, biting foe. In short, he was on the verge of getting his ass kicked in front of everyone.

      Speaking of the crowd, half of them had changed into their wolf forms as well, growling and snapping as the two combatants rolled across the forest floor.

      Those still in their human guises weren’t much better. In between their cries and cheers, my ears caught the sound of bets being made.

      Assholes, all of them.

      All the while Cass stood by my side, one hand on my shoulder as if warning me to not get involved.

      “I know he can fight better than this,” I whispered from the side of my mouth as David took a clawed fist to the jaw. “Why isn’t he?”

      “Because he can’t,” a familiar voice replied from close by.

      I turned to see my father approaching, both clothed and in his human form – probably because the artificial legs my mother had made for him didn’t change along with the rest of his body. Regardless, he’d still managed to make it most of the way to us without me noticing, which said a lot for my current state of mind.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “When we change,” he replied, his voice barely audible over the din of the fight, “there’s a battle for dominance that gets waged inside of each of us. The beast versus the person. The older we get, the easier it is to win that fight, but even experienced lycanthropes can lose themselves in the heat of battle. David’s obviously not in control right now, at least not in the way Brad is.”

      I turned his way. “Why didn’t you ever tell me about the Morgans?”

      He grinned ever so slightly, keeping his voice barely a whisper. “Because you were never supposed to be exposed to this level of the pack’s workings, much less become its leader. But now that you are, it’s kind of your job to be proactive about this stuff, don’t you think?”

      He wasn’t wrong, although I had a feeling he was once again throwing me shade because of the way I’d pulled rank earlier. Ah, the male ego, so fragile. Still, now was not the time to worry about hurt feelings when there was real pain being dished out.

      “I can’t stop this, can I?”

      In response, Cass’s grip on my arm momentarily tightened.

      “You could,” my father said, “but it wouldn’t help David’s cause. Besides, this fight is just about over.”

      Turning back to the fray, I realized he was right. One of the two wolves was bloodied and just barely able to defend itself against the other’s relentless attacks. Though my eyes weren’t quite able to discern who was who, my sense of smell didn’t allow me the luxury of fooling myself.

      Then it happened. The bloodied wolf dropped to all fours and lowered its head, a clear sign that it was admitting defeat.

      Fuck!

      It was hard to not be pissed, for many different reasons. A part of it was aimed at this Brad guy for picking now to do this, no doubt purposely seeking to throw me off my game plan. The rest of me was mad at David for not fighting harder.

      All in all, I was just angry. And when I got angry that meant something was going to get punched. I just wasn’t sure who yet.

      I stepped forward, ignoring both Cass and my father.

      As the crowd cheered and howled, David – still in his wolf form – turned his head and met my gaze. It was hard for me to tell what was going through his mind, werewolves not being the easiest things to read, but I could’ve sworn I saw shame in his eyes.

      Then, before I could say anything, he kicked up off the ground and ran, taking off into the woods at full speed despite his injuries.

      “No ... wait!”

      “There’s no need to worry about him, my alpha,” a condescending voice replied. I turned to find Brad Morgan back in his human form, looking smug as a bug in a rug and – gross – sporting a full erection as if his fight with David had been some sort of sick foreplay. “He’ll be back soon enough, ready to assume his rightful place as one of the former hopefuls.”

      The tone of his voice alone answered the question of who needed to be punched in the head, or at least it did as far as I was concerned.

      My right hand balled into a fist as I took another step forward, ready to rearrange this prick’s face into something even his mother wouldn’t recognize.

      The faint sound of fabric tearing vaguely registered in my ears as I prepared to show the crowd what a Philadelphia curb stomp looked like. They all fell silent a moment later, as if in anticipation of what was to come.

      Can’t wait to hear what the over under for this one is.

      It took me a second or two to realize the silence wasn’t for my benefit, as all eyes had turned toward something going on behind me.

      As the snow began to fall harder, there came a roar of rage from over my shoulder, so loud it was nearly deafening and close enough that it was like a warm breeze across my back, one that smelled like ... spearmint gum?

      I turned, already knowing what I’d find – then had to tilt my head up to see the full bulk of the massive grey-furred monster looming over me.

      Cass had transformed.

      My father’s words from moments earlier echoed through my mind, reminding me that every transformation brought with it a war for dominance.

      The question now was which side of Cass had won, and whether I’d have to keep my promise to her.
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      “You’re an asshole. I hope you know that.”

      “Yeah, but it did get the meeting back on track, you can’t deny that,” Cass replied, slipping on the spare clothes she’d had the foresight to bring with her.

      The hollows were once again quiet, the meeting having disbanded about an hour ago. I’d held my tongue until now, having been warned that it wasn’t uncommon for stragglers to stick around for a while.

      Cass had taken a gamble changing into her uber-wolf form. But, as she’d explained, it had seemed the lesser of evils at the time.

      In all likelihood she’d been right.

      Her transformation had completely derailed the ass-beating I’d been intent on laying onto Brad. Then, before I was forced to decide whether to drop her like a sack of rocks, she’d raised her head and howled, prompting the others – regardless of what guise they wore – to do the same.

      Before I knew it, the gathering had gotten back on track and I found myself standing up front explaining that there was no reason to panic. That I’d be investigating this so-called Draíodóir incursion personally, including approaching their leadership with a strongly worded warning about respecting our boundaries.

      It was all bullshit, every last word, but by then I’d found my pace and had managed to make it sound convincing. Hell, Dad even volunteered to assist me, his word giving my proclamation extra weight.

      The storm had even blown over, having done little more than dust the ground.

      Mind you, it hadn’t hurt that Brad kept his distance for the rest of the meeting, having shuffled off to enjoy the accolades from his buddies.

      There was little doubt I’d have to deal with him eventually. The question was how. Though he’d obviously planned out his challenge in advance, even I had to admit he’d won fair and square. He was the new beta of the pack, my lieutenant.

      Speaking of betas... “Think Marge got the hint?”

      Cass grinned as she finished zipping up her boots. “I know you don’t see as well in the dark, but believe me when I say you should’ve seen her face when I was done changing.”

      “I take it she won’t be challenging you anytime soon.”

      “It usually doesn’t work like that on our side of things. Usually a challenge is non-violent.” She let out a chuckle. “It doesn’t have to be, though. There’s nothing in the rules that says I can’t give her what for. Lord knows Grandma Nelly had a reputation for not tolerating fools.”

      “My grandfather apparently being one of them.”

      “Huh? What about your grandpa?”

      Crap!

      I turned to see Dad approaching us, having stuck around to see the elders out. It was probably time for a quick change of subject. I had a feeling he wasn’t aware that Nelly had murdered his father Caleb, something she’d confessed to Cass and I before her own death. “Nothing, just remembering something Grandma Nelly had said.”

      He nodded. “I’m glad you got a chance to meet her. She was a real trip. Hell of a mystic and never dull to be around. Say, did you know she actually dated your granddad for a while? It was after your grandmother passed away of course.”

      “She may have mentioned something along those lines.”

      He looked up at the sky. “Much as I miss the old bastard, it’s probably for the best that he passed before you came along, Tam Tam. Treaty marriage or not, I’m not sure how he would’ve taken to you or your mother. He could be ... prickly when he wanted to be.”

      So I’d also heard. Although, considering one of my first introductions to my mother’s power had involved her brutally slaughtering a bunch of werewolves, it almost made me curious how that would’ve played out.

      Almost. “So how’d I do up there?”

      “Not bad. I think you headed any panic off at the pass. And I’ll be sure to...”

      His voice trailed off in the same instant my senses picked up someone else approaching. Despite hoping it was David, my nose said otherwise.

      Brad.

      “Behave,” Dad hissed, putting enough parent voice into it that it made me think twice about mouthing off – the undertone of warning painfully obvious.

      Even if that wasn’t enough, I knew to watch my back. Whether or not Brad was a threat to me physically was up for debate, but there’d been little doubt he was popular with the pack – or at least the hopefuls. If he wanted to cause trouble, he potentially had a significant amount of muscle to back him up.

      “My dearest alpha,” he said, still naked of course. The tone of his voice made my skin crawl, sounding more like a cheesy pickup line than a greeting. “I figured it was about time we formally met. But first...” He glanced briefly at both Cass and my father, barely giving them the time of day. “Leave us. I’d like to speak to our alpha without interruption.” Both of them turned my way, to which he added, “Was I unclear in my orders?”

      For a single moment, no more, I was fairly certain Dad was going to take his head off. However, despite tensing up, he didn’t move.

      Brad blinked and his eyes turned yellow. In the next second, his teeth began to elongate into fangs. “I said...”

      It was time to take control of this situation.

      “Go,” I interrupted. “I’d like to get acquainted with my new beta.”

      That got them moving. Brad, in turn reverted fully back to his human form, although the sour look on his face was that of a man whose cornflakes had been thoroughly shat upon.

      “I find the lack of discipline as of late to be a bit disturbing, don’t you?” he remarked. “Craig certainly wouldn’t have tolerated that sort of disrespect.”

      “Craig’s lucky my father never tore off his balls and fed them to him, because believe me he could have.”

      Brad inclined his head and smirked. “Maybe so. Still, it is interesting to see Curtis back among the rank and file.”

      “How so?”

      “It’s just when a change of power happens at the very top, the results tend to be a bit more permanent. It’s not uncommon for betas to let their defeated rivals live, but I can’t recall ever seeing a disgraced alpha still walking about – in a manner of speaking anyway. But I suppose that’s to be expected.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It’s just that neither of the Bentley brothers ever challenged Caleb while he was still alive. If they had, I doubt sentiment would have played a hand in it no matter who came out the victor. One would have been the new alpha, the other would’ve been dead. But with you, well, what’s that saying about daddy’s little girl?”

      I took a step forward, envisioning how much fun it would be to watch this asshole regrow every single tooth in his mouth, but he held up a hand.

      “I wouldn’t.”

      “And why not?” I asked, cracking my knuckles. “Sorry to say, but I’m not particularly worried about PETA protesting me beating your ass into the ground.”

      “Oh, you mean you haven’t noticed yet? But I guess that’s to be expected of a half-breed.”

      “Noticed what?”

      “Reach out with your senses, girl. Go ahead, I’ll wait.”

      I took another step, certain that this was some pathetic ploy on his part.

      “They’re out there,” he said, “all of them, at the very edge of our senses ... well, mine anyway. Yours must be duller than I anticipated.”

      “Who’s out there?”

      “The other hopefuls of course.”

      I hesitated, taking a breath through my nostrils while listening to the sounds of the forest. It took me several seconds, as the meeting grounds practically reeked from all the werewolves that had been here, but then I realized not all the scents were residual. My ears told a similar story – faint breathing, the crack of a twig underfoot, foliage shifting but not in time with the breeze.

      He was right. We weren’t alone. They were there, at the far reaches of what I could sense.

      “So, is this a tag team event now? Is that how it works, you brought your posse with you?”

      Brad actually laughed. “Of course not. If you were to choose to attack right now, to kill me even, they wouldn’t lift a finger to interfere. An outsider might not appreciate this, but there’s a sense of tradition in this pack that’s far stronger than even you.”

      “Yeah, fascinating I’m sure, but not doing a great job of convincing me to not rearrange your face.”

      “They won’t save me, but that just means there won’t be anyone to stop them from hunting poor David down.”

      “What?!”

      “He no longer holds any rank. He’s weak, a disgrace. Culling him would be a mercy to him and a favor to the rest. They understand this. Fortunately for him, I’m a charitable fellow. I asked the others, as a personal favor no less, to let David live so long as I draw breath.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Is it? The pack protects its own, true, but that includes reputation as well. As for David, the poor boy’s lost any modicum of respect he might’ve once had. First, he embarrassed himself by practically acting like a bitch in heat around you. Then he assumed the role of beta without rightfully earning it. And finally, he damned well knew I was gunning for him but chose not to do anything about it. He let me pick the time and the place. Maybe it was ego and he thought he could actually win, but I think we both know better.”

      “If you hurt him...”

      “The rest of the pack wouldn’t care less.”

      “I’m not talking about them.”

      “Then by all means kill me.” He inclined his head. “Go on. Just be aware there are no other witnesses in the area.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      Brad smiled at me, looking like a true predator. “The others won’t help me in a fight, but that doesn’t mean they won’t make assumptions that are convenient for them.”

      “Such as?”

      “The pack will think you murdered me rather than accept a fair challenge, and you’ll never be able to prove otherwise.”

      “You’ll still be dead, though.”

      “True, but you’ll never set foot in the hollows again without having to watch your back.”

      Despite wanting nothing more than to tear this asshole’s arms off and beat his skull in with them, I backed up a step. “Fine. Then I’ll call another meeting and we can settle this in front of the entire pack.”

      “Oh, I think not, my alpha bitch. You’ll find no challenge from me. As far as the rest will be concerned, I will be your loyal lieutenant. Mind you, that doesn’t mean you can’t discipline me as you see fit, but they’ll talk behind your back afterward, wanting to know what I’ve done wrong. And I can assure you, in their eyes they will not find a single fault in my actions. Instead, they’ll begin to think their new mistress is cruel for cruelty’s sake, wondering when she will turn on them next.”

      “You say that as if there’s never been an asshole running this place.”

      “Too true. Caleb was renowned for his temper. But he was also respected. He was one of us, even if his legitimacy was doubted by some. You, on the other hand, have earned nothing in our eyes. You may think you’re our leader, but you’re nothing but a half-breed cunt.”

      “You should probably know I really don’t like that word.”

      “Which one? Half-breed or cunt?” No doubt seeing the look of murder in my eyes, he backpedaled a few steps. “Don’t go losing your temper. David’s counting on you.”

      “Maybe I don’t care.”

      “I think we both know that’s a lie. You may think you’re acting all coy in front of us, but the look in your eyes is all too obvious.”

      He was right, but I wasn’t about to let him know he had me over a barrel. “So what’s your end game then? You use him as leverage until I mess up, then you step in and take over?”

      “Hardly. I heard what happened at your so-called peace summit and I’m well aware that the blessing of Valdemar has been stolen away. These are dark times. Why would I want to lead when I can enjoy the trappings of my newfound rank, all while the real burden of protecting our people falls upon your shoulders?”

      As this sank in, he turned and began to walk away, seemingly certain in the knowledge that I wouldn’t rip his spine out.

      Unfortunately, he was right.

      “Let’s face facts, girl,” he called back, not bothering to turn around. “I know this game better than you and I intend to play it that way, as is worthy of one of my breeding.”
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      Had this been your typical CW teen angst drama, I’d have kept everything to myself either out of shame or a misguided sense of protecting my loved ones.

      Fortunately, this was real life and not some idiotic TV show.

      Instead, I blabbed everything to my father and Cass back at the car, where they were both waiting like bored housewives eager to gossip. Sadly, after talking it through with them, we realized there wasn’t much we could do about it, at least not yet.

      So, with tail firmly between my legs, I headed back home to punch my pillow a few times before falling into a fitful sleep.

      At least the next day brought with it some good news, or better than I’d been dreading.

      Cass called just before noon to let me know David was okay. He’d managed to make it back to his home safely, despite Brad’s threats to the contrary. However, she also informed me to not bother making any plans to check on him personally, as he wasn’t there.

      She’d caught up to him just as he was readying to leave, preparing to head out of state on a road trip with some friends – presumably to clear his head over what had happened. As for why she hadn’t told me upon immediately learning this, David had asked her to wait a little bit before letting me know.

      I was disappointed to hear that, but I also couldn’t blame her. She was just being a good friend. As for David, I knew all too well how much of a touchy subject pride could be – whether you were an athlete or a werewolf.

      The message was obvious. He needed his space and there wasn’t much I could do except let him have it. Well that, and promise myself that if he returned in anything other than pristine condition, all bets were off when it came to Brad’s continued ability to draw breath – albeit I kept that part to myself.

      From there, my week mercifully settled into a dull roar. Mom borrowed my pendant, so as to take Riva over to Crescentwood, where she could continue her research without endangering our house or neighborhood.

      I wasn’t too keen on this, still being irked with my mother, but Riva was up for trying and I wasn’t about to rob her of even the slightest bit of hope.

      Dad was likewise MIA for a good chunk of it, working with the Morganberg elders on the issue of our Draíodóir interloper, and doing what he could to ensure the investigation remained a wild goose chase.

      With them all gone, my main responsibility was to keep an eye on Chris and make sure the little shitbag did his homework. That left me otherwise free to focus on my online classes, with Justin as my new daytime study buddy, since he was intent on sticking around despite my insistence that he return to campus.

      I had three days to catch up on things and pretend my life was something close to normal. I can’t lie and say it wasn’t nice.

      But I also knew it wasn’t fated to last. What I didn’t realize, though, was that when next the shit hit the fan, it would be with compounded interest for my time off.
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      “That’s it! I give up.”

      “Sit down and try again,” Justin ordered. “Differential equations aren’t hard. You’re just making them that way.”

      “What do I need to know calculus for anyway? I mean, seriously, when is this ever going to be relevant to my life?”

      He smirked in return. “It could happen. What if, say, lizardmen threatened to kill your friends unless you told them what the derivative of X is?”

      “I’d resign myself to making new friends.”

      Annoying as he could be, I had to admit it was nice to just hang with Justin – away from the wrestling team and without Riva constantly whispering into my ear that I should bury my face in his crotch.

      That said, we were currently alone, and I was looking for an excuse to blow off math. A part of me wondered what he would do if I were to offer such a distraction.

      Hmm.

      A sound from outside caught my attention, forcing me to shelve that thought, silly as it might’ve been.

      “What is it?” he asked, no doubt noticing my lack of focus.

      “Just turdboy’s bus. He’s home from school.”

      “You really shouldn’t call your brother that.”

      “If the shoe fits...”

      A minute or two later, Chris waltzed in through the front door and tossed his schoolbag onto the couch as if it belonged there.

      “Hey,” Justin greeted.

      “Still here?” Chris asked, an asshole grin on his face. Oh great, here it comes. “I’m guessing Hamara hasn’t shown you her genital warts yet.”

      I turned his way, eyes narrowed. “So help me, I will fucking castrate you with a butter knife.”

      “You know, they say the side effects of syphilis include uncontrollable fits of anger.”

      “Really?” I closed my laptop then cracked my knuckles. “I’ll remember that when they’re carving the words untouched virgin on your tombstone.”

      “I’d sooner be untouched than the special of the day at the local crack house.”

      “You fucking little....”

      My brother turned and booked it down the stairs before I could finish, cackling as he went.

      I stood up, but Justin stepped in front of me, placing his hands on my shoulders. “Whoa there, Mike Tyson. Relax.”

      “Did you just tell me to relax?”

      “Um, no, not really,” he replied with a nervous chuckle. “Anyway, don’t let him get under your skin. Although I can sorta see what you meant by the whole turdboy thing.”

      “I told you.”

      “That you did.”

      I couldn’t help but notice his hands were still holding onto me and I hadn’t done anything to brush him off, despite being more than capable. And were we maybe standing a bit closer than normal – his pleasant scent heavy in my nostrils?

      Oh wow.

      All at once, Riva’s constant needling didn’t seem nearly as ridiculous, nor did my errant thoughts from moments earlier.

      “Um ... that thing about genital warts. That was just a...”

      “I kind of figured,” he replied.

      Ugh. With lines like that, I should definitely resign myself to a life of cats.

      “So,” he said after an awkward moment, “should we get back to calculus?”

      I continued staring into his eyes, unable to look away. Damn, he really was good looking. Why was I only noticing this now? “We could, if you want to. Or...”

      “Or...?”

      Is it me or are we both leaning in closer?

      Maybe Riva was right. After all, this was a guy who’d driven five hundred miles just to make sure I was okay. Was that really something casual friends did? Or did it mean I’d wasted half the school year pretending things were platonic between us when we could’ve been...

      All at once a stench assaulted my nostrils, a combination of ozone and brimstone – definitely not Justin’s bodywash of choice.

      Crap! Not now!

      A bolt of flame exploded from our living room floor, barely five feet away from where we stood poised on the fine line between harmless conversation and pummeling each other’s tonsils with our tongues.

      Less than an instant later, my mother appeared as the flames died down, her eyes blazing with power as she turned our way.

      Wow. I really hoped this entrance wasn’t some puritanical effort to save my virginity, because that ship had already sailed a while back.

      “Um, we were just...,” he started, his eyes wide.

      “I don’t particularly care. Sgìth.” Her voice trebled and her eyes lit up from within. Then, in the next second, Justin collapsed to the floor at my feet.

      “What the hell did you...?”

      Instead of answering, Mom turned toward the basement stairs and flicked her wrist, causing a shimmering barrier of energy to appear across the doorway – no doubt to keep my brother downstairs. Then she turned my way, her eyes still blazing.

      “You, upstairs to my craft room now, young lady.”

      So much for my brief respite of normalcy.
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      “What did you do to Justin?” I asked, following my mother upstairs.

      “He’s asleep.”

      “But he...”

      “Knows all about us? Yes, as you’ve reminded me no fewer than three times this past week. Regardless, what I have to say is not for mortal ears.”

      “Says the chick who just appeared in a column of flame.” I took a look around as I followed her into her craft room. “Wait. Where’s Riva?”

      “Back home ... my family’s home, not here.”

      “You left her in Crescentwood alone?”

      “Relax, I left the TV on for her.”

      That was the second time in as many minutes that I’d been told to relax. Once more and someone was getting decked. “Well, then you need to go back and...”

      “No,” she replied, turning to face me. “What you need to do is defend yourself.”

      “Defend myself?”

      With another wave of her hand the door slammed shut behind me. Then, before I could comprehend what she meant, she cried out – her voice amplified by power, “Uisge ràsair!”

      What the? That was a new one.

      Except it wasn’t. A scant moment later, I realized how familiar it was as what seemed like a million shards of glass slammed into me, ripping my blouse to shreds as I just barely managed to shield my face in time.

      It was one of Carly’s spells, Rain of Razors I believe she’d called it – a fitting name. What had hit me would’ve been more than enough to shred a normal person. I wasn’t normal, though. Far from it. At most, a few drops of blood fell from my exposed skin, nothing that wouldn’t be healed in minutes.

      That was something my mother was well aware of.

      The question now was why she was using one of Carly’s favorites ... oh and attacking me, too. Let’s not forget that.

      “What the hell, Mom? I liked this shirt!”

      “Consider that a warning shot,” she said, her voice full of contempt. “Dorn an bháis!”

      Oh crap.

      A bolt of jet black energy shot from my mother’s outstretched hand, slamming into my midsection and sending me careening back into the closed door – which felt more like a slab of solid concrete as I was crushed against it. That’s why she’d asked me up here – less collateral damage as this room was obviously reinforced.

      Good thing I was, too, although I had to admit that one hurt. I dropped to one knee, the wind knocked out of me.

      “Wuh-what are you doing?”

      “Doing?” she asked, the inflection of her voice changing – yet still disturbingly familiar. What the fuck? “Oh, my dear little niece, did you actually believe you’d beaten me for good?”

      No! She’s dead!

      “Did you honestly think I wouldn’t have a failsafe, an incantation planted in your mother’s feeble mind – something that would allow me to cheat death?”

      Oh, God, no!

      It was my worst nightmare come true.

      My psychotic bitch aunt was not only back, but she’d somehow possessed my mother’s body in the process!
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      “lann gaoithe!”

      My aunt blasted me with another of her specialties, a spell she’d dubbed Wind Blade while still alive and in her own body.

      Had I been human, I’d have been cleaved in two. The only thing that saved me was my supernatural durability as well as my uncanny resistance to magic. Nevertheless, an ugly gash was burned into my abdomen below the remains of my bra. That, too, would heal, but it was probably a good thing bikini season wasn’t here yet.

      “Is that it?” my aunt asked, her tone full of scorn. “Without a sacred glade to back you up, is that all you’re capable of, you filthy little mongrel? Why, it’s barely worth the effort to kill you. Your father on the other hand... Well, let’s just say he’s going to wish I was as merciful to him as Queen Brigid.”

      Not today, bitch.

      I pushed myself back to my feet as Carly once more began to glow with power, slowly gathering energy of my own – while trying to keep it as subtle as possible.

      I knew what I was capable of. I could survive a few more blasts, even point blank as we were. However, the same couldn’t necessarily be said of her.

      Or at least that would’ve been the case had she not been inside my mother’s body.

      It was time to focus on what Mindy had been trying so hard to teach me – that not every spell had to be at maximum strength.

      Now to hope I could actually pull it off when it counted.

      Come on, focus!

      “Die, abomination.”

      “You first!” I cried, praying I had this right. “Dòrn an ùird!”

      Still unsure of my own control, I redirected the force blast at the last second, focusing it at the floor beneath my mother’s feet.

      The entire room shuddered around us as Mom’s protective wards tried to absorb the power. I stayed on my feet, having braced myself for it. Carly, however, wasn’t quite so lucky as she tumbled to the floor – her attack ruined.

      Now, before she can recover... “Dhó Slabhrai!!”

      Normally I would’ve expected whips of bright orange light to appear. Something was different about my magic, though. Strands of light bound my mother’s body where she lay, but these were more bluish in color. Guess it was possible I’d once again put too much energy into a spell – make that likely, judging by the wave of dizziness that passed through me.

      If that were the case, though, then it was worth it, especially if the bonds I’d made were stronger than normal. That would give me plenty of time to figure out a way to pound my mother back to her senses if need be. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’m going to find a way to get her out of you.”

      “I knew it!” she cried, her inflection suddenly back to normal.

      What?

      “You’ve been practicing magic against my express wishes, haven’t you?”

      “Wait. Who exactly am I talking to right now? If you’re trying to fool me...”

      “Who do you think you’re talking to?” she snapped, sounding very much like Mom again. “I have to say, Tamara, I’m kind of insulted that you’d think your aunt actually possessed the power to control a witch of my caliber.”

      Okay, things were getting even weirder now. “Yeah, well, we’ll see about that once I...”

      “Falbhaidh iad!!”

      It was as if the sliver of control I had over my spell was instantly snapped in half as the strands of light binding my mother faded away, releasing her. What in the fuck? “What did you...?”

      “I severed your connection to that incantation,” she said, standing up and brushing herself off.

      “You can do that?”

      “Of course.” She placed a hand on her hip as she locked eyes with me. “Gifted as you are, Tamara, you’re still a rank amateur.”

      I waited to see if there was another attack headed my way, but she merely stood there as if waiting for me to say something. “Mom?”

      “I believe we’ve already established that.”

      “And Carly?”

      “Still dead and in whatever Hell is reserved for backstabbing traitors.”

      Son of a... “So, you’re telling me you just pretended to be her?”

      “Yes. After all, she was my sister. If anyone could mimic her, it would be me.”

      “Why the fuck would you do something like that?”

      “First off, language. Secondly, I’ll admit it was a bit ... insensitive on my part. But I had a feeling it was the only way to force your hand. And I see I was right to do so.”

      “I could’ve killed you!”

      “But you didn’t. I trusted that you’d hold back if you thought I was being possessed. Although, I must admit you poured an ungodly amount of power into both those spells. I’m half-surprised the house is still standing.”

      Goddamn it all to hell! She’d caught me as surely as a mouse in a trap. Heck, she didn’t even need to bait it all that much, playing me like a fiddle. Fucking parents. I swear, as much as I loved her, I could have gladly decked her into next week.

      Angry as I was, I tried to play it cool on the outside. There was no reason to lay any more cards on this table. “I’ve ... been practicing my control. It’s still a work in progress.”

      “That much is obvious. Nevertheless, much as it pains me to say it, even at your somewhat crude level of control you’re likely a match for the average spellcaster, at least in terms of raw strength.”

      “Really?” I asked, surprised at the unexpected praise.

      “For now anyway.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She turned away from me, staring out the window at the afternoon sun. “Riva can sense when they die, you know.”

      “You mean the portals, the windows of worlds?”

      She nodded. “It doesn’t matter what we call them. What does is that it’s been accelerating these last few days. I don’t know why, but it has. That’s why I’ve kept Riva in Crescentwood. I asked her to keep it between us, but I know how you two are with each other.”

      “Wait, you asked her?”

      She nodded. “I’ve made progress with her, limited, but progress nevertheless – enough for limited contact. Although, there’s no way of being sure how long it’ll be a viable means of communication.”

      “You’re losing me here. You were able to see Riva?”

      “See and hear her, at great effort – effort that I can ill afford. But I’m finally beginning to understand. Sadly, I may have also been the cause of this escalation.”

      “The cause? How?”

      She seemed disinclined to answer me, continuing to stare out the window. “It’s enough that I can feel it now. However many they’ve shut, it’s noticeable. Not much, mind you, but I can tell my power isn’t what it should be, and it’s only going to get worse from here.”

      “I’m sorry, but I didn’t...”

      “Nor would I expect you to notice. You’re probably the lone being on this planet who wouldn’t.”

      Brigid herself had suggested as much. My power not only stemmed from her and Valdemar, but where the voiders came from as well. It would thus make sense that even if a portion of my powers grew weaker, the rest would only grow stronger, balancing it out.

      But wait, if Mom had noticed it... “Dad?”

      “I suspect that’s the real reason he’s been in Morganberg all week, likely putting out fires in your stead.”

      “Oh.”

      “Don’t feel bad, Tamara. You’ve never been much of a diplomat, whereas your father could talk the panties off a nun.”

      Gross! Regardless, I guess I was being a shitty alpha again. Big surprise. And Dad was picking up my slack as usual. But that still didn’t answer one big question. “What did you mean when you said you might have caused this?”

      “Riva. I noticed it the first time I ... glimpsed her. Faint voices, like unintelligible whispers in my head.” She turned partially my way. “I know you sensed the energy but I’m curious, did you hear them too?”

      I hesitated for a moment before nodding.

      “And you didn’t think to say anything?”

      “I tried to. You’re the one who cut me off when I asked.” I leaned against the door, noting my wounds were already healing. “Anyway, it was similar to what I felt the few times I was in the sacred glade. Whispers inside my mind.” Left unsaid was what those voices were constantly goading me to do.

      Mom nodded. “It’s not entirely different from what can happen during an appeasement ritual. A sliver is cut in reality, allowing limited contact with those who lay outside.”

      “I guess that makes sense. But what does it have to do with Riva?”

      She turned to fully face me. “It has everything to do with Riva. It’s the reason she was real in the Garden but a ghost here. Don’t you get it?”

      Goddamn, I hated when people asked stupid things like that. If I got something, I wouldn’t be fucking asking. However, rather than antagonize the situation further, I simply shook my head.

      “Riva’s very essence was cast out of her body by that thing possessing her. Maybe not all of it, but the vast majority, enough for the accounting. Brigid, through her mercy, was able to give that spirit a body whilst in her realm, but she can’t do that here.”

      I couldn’t help but notice the edge in her voice, a bitterness that seemed misplaced, but now was probably not the time for that. “All stuff we’ve already figured out.”

      “Or thought we had,” she countered. “We assumed she’d tethered Riva’s spirit to your body since she didn’t have one of her own, but we now know that wasn’t the case.”

      “It was my pendant.”

      “Exactly. A pendant made of Brighdril, a piece of the Garden brought to our world.”

      “Okay, and? That still doesn’t change the fact that I’m the only person who can see her.”

      “Except it sort of does. The pendant was gifted to you by me, imbued with her symbol.”

      “So?”

      She sighed as if I were a base idiot. “Gifts hold heavy significance to the fae. One does not give or accept them lightly in their world. So by accepting it from me, her priestess, it became yours in Brigid’s eyes. Riva is bound to the pendant but the pendant is in turn bound to you. That’s why only you can see her.”

      “Okay, that almost makes sense, but what does it have to do with either the whispers or this escalation you mentioned?”

      She let out a heavy sigh. “I believe Riva is still connected to the Garden. No, that’s not entirely right. It’s more than that.”

      “How so?”

      “I think Brigid may be using her as a sort of failsafe.”

      The idea of the fairy queen manipulating my friend was infuriating, but at the same time not even remotely surprising. The problem was I had no idea what she was manipulating her for. My mother, however, seemed far more clued in than I was.

      “Riva is not only connected to the Garden, I-I think she may be a latent portal to it – undetectable unless someone pours enough energy into her.”

      “A portal?”

      “Yes, one last portal to the Garden, a failsafe in case all the other thin spots fall.”

      Son of a queen bitch! Leave it to Brigid to stack the deck in her favor by ... wait a second... “So how does that escalate things?”

      Mom shook her head. “I can’t be certain of this, but it’s possible that by activating this failsafe early those creatures, the voiders as you call them, may have sensed that portal, tiny as it might have been, and in doing so figured Brigid’s plan out.”
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      I may have spent the next several minutes ranting – calling Brigid a manipulative bitch among other cruder phrases. I just couldn’t believe she’d done such a thing without telling us. Well, okay, I could believe it. I just didn’t want to.

      “You’re not wrong on that matter,” my mother said once I was winding down, her face unreadable, “but perhaps we should let she who is without sin cast the first stone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Mom’s eyes narrowed. “The other point I wanted to bring up with you. Tell me, why do you think I attacked you a few minutes ago?”

      Oh yeah. I’d almost managed to forget that, considering her revelation about Riva. Somehow, knowing my mother, I had a feeling that was purposeful. Of course, calling her a manipulative bitch, too, might be counterproductive.

      “It’s because while your father and I have been putting out fires,” she continued without waiting for an answer, “you’ve apparently been busy setting them.”

      “I already admitted to practicing magic behind your back. What more do you want, a confession signed in blood?”

      “I want to know who helped you.”

      Uh oh. No way was I stepping into that minefield. Mom had gotten enough info out of me for one day. “Nobody. I’ve been hit with enough magic in the last six months to keep a running tally of which spells knock me down, which tie me up like a BDSM fetish, and which ones set my ass on fire. It’s been quite educational.”

      “Don’t be a snot, Tamara. I’m being serious here.”

      “So am I.”

      “You’re a terrible liar. Always have been.”

      “I’m not lying. I’ve been practicing on my own.”

      “Where?”

      I shrugged. “Fine. I was originally going to do it in Swallowtail Park, but I figured the Chief would have something to say about that.”

      “No doubt.”

      “So, I’ve been practicing in the hollows instead.”

      “And the mutts are okay with this?”

      “Not really, but I’m their leader which means I don’t particularly have to care about what they like.”

      Mom actually smiled at that. “Goddess, I bet it ruffles their fur to have you ordering them around, but that’s neither here nor there. Are you telling me you’ve been doing all of that by yourself?”

      “Yes.”

      “And not with your cousin Mindy?”

      Fuck! “Why would I drag Mindy into the hollows? She wouldn’t exactly be welcome there.”

      “Ah. So then she must’ve been there for her own reasons. Any idea what those might be?”

      I bit my tongue none too softly so as to keep my face from giving anything away. It was possible Dad had spilled the beans despite my express orders against it. If that were the case, I had no idea how to deal with it. Past pack alphas would’ve come down on the offender like the wrath of God, but this was my dad we were talking about. I couldn’t very well kick his ass on general principle alone, no matter how much that might jibe with their philosophy.

      Even if that were the case, though, why hadn’t they confronted me together? That was their typical modus operandi when I fucked up – to approach me as a united front. Parents could be the ultimate good cop / bad cop combo.

      No. I had a feeling Mom was on a fishing expedition, nothing more. Until she presented me with something concrete, I wouldn’t take the bait.

      “Hold on. Why do you think Mindy’s been sneaking over to the hollows?”

      “I don’t think, I know.”

      “How? Or are you going to tell me you spy on everyone in Crescentwood because, no offense, but that sounds paranoid as hell.”

      “I know for a fact because she confessed to it.”

      What?!
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      “Let’s back up a second here,” I said, trying to stay composed. “Are you saying Mindy just up and decided to bare her soul about this?”

      Mom narrowed her eyes. “Hardly. However, when faced with the prospect of a lengthy trial as well as having her memories audited, she chose instead to come clean.”

      I didn’t even want to touch upon what Mom meant by auditing someone’s memories. What I really wanted to do was shake the shit out of her while demanding to know why she had to be such a bitch all the time.

      Fortunately, I managed to keep my temper in check. “Okay, so mind explaining why you dragged my cousin in front of a witch tribunal? What, did she run a red light on her broomstick?”

      My jab had the desired effect, the look on Mom’s face instantly turning sour. A terrible liar I might be, but I could throw shade with the best of them.

      Credit where credit was due, though, she barely missed a beat before trying to throw it back in my face. “Are you honestly telling me you have no idea why we were questioning her?”

      “No on the broomstick, eh? Wait, I know! She owes a fine for overdue spell books.”

      That was apparently enough to annoy her into ending this game. “Fiona received an interesting call from one of yours.”

      “One of mine?”

      “A pack elder ... Earl I believe his name was.”

      “Earl called Auntie Fi?”

      Back during the New Year’s peace conference, I’d gotten the impression those two – my great aunt Fiona and Earl – had met before. Finding out they apparently had each other on speed dial was news to me, though.

      “You didn’t know?” Mom asked, studying my expression.

      I shook my head, although mentally I was cracking my knuckles. “Why would I? I’m not his babysitter.”

      Mom inclined her head, no doubt casting silent judgment on my leadership skills.

      “So what did Earl want?” I continued. “I assume it wasn’t to ask Fiona to bingo night.”

      “He had a rather outlandish claim. He said Mindy had been intruding upon their territory, that he recognized her scent.”

      Shit! “He did?”

      “Yes. He was apparently investigating an incursion into the hollows and claimed that’s what he found.” She raised an eyebrow. “I’m surprised you didn’t know. Weren’t you just there? One would think as alpha...”

      “Yes,” I snapped. “There was some talk about magic in the hollows. I just didn’t realize that Earl was looking into this, since I’d offered to do it.”

      “And did you?”

      “Not that pack business is any of your concern, but no. I hadn’t gotten around to it yet. Or have you forgotten about my schoolwork?”

      “Ah yes, because that boy downstairs really looked like he was helping you study.”

      “Justin and I are just friends.”

      “Is that with or without benefits?” She waved her hand. “Regardless, that’s not my concern so much as what would’ve happened had you gotten around to your investigation.”

      “What are you implying?”

      “Nothing. I’m simply asking. Would you have turned your cousin in, assuming of course you didn’t already know she’d been there?”

      The fact that Mom was continuing to harp on this told me one thing for certain – Mindy hadn’t snitched. Whatever questions they’d hit her with, she’d apparently stuck to the story that she’d been alone. It was both admirable and touching.

      Though I didn’t want to see her take the fall for something I’d done, knowing Draíodóir logic I’d just make it worse by contradicting her.

      “Had I known, I would have called her up and asked about it.”

      “That’s not how things are done,” Mom said.

      “That’s how I do things. Besides, last I checked we had a cease fire going on.”

      “Borders should be respected.”

      “So should family,” I shot back.

      Mom narrowed her eyes, instantly telling me I should’ve picked a different route. “That’s where you’re wrong, Tamara. Family should be held accountable the same as everyone else. No exceptions.”

      “She’s not Carly ... not like that. You know that, right?”

      “I’m quite aware, thank you. Regardless, she broke our covenant. She trespassed where she didn’t belong, antagonized our ... neighbors, and confessed to it.”

      “That’s nice, but Earl isn’t in charge. I am. And I’m saying we require no restitution on the matter.”

      Mom actually laughed at that. “As if I were offering any. We can handle our own thank you very much.”

      “Wait. What are you getting at? What did you do to Mindy?”

      “That’s Draíodóir business, which makes it none of your concern. But, as the Monarch Queen to the Morganberg alpha, I’ll offer you the courtesy of an answer. The tribunal found her guilty. She’s been bound and stripped of her powers...”

      “What?”

      “For a period of three years, assuming she atones for her misdeeds.”

      “You can’t do that!”

      “It’s already done.”

      “But ... what about the voiders?”

      “What of them?”

      “We’re going to need every bit of help to fight them.”

      She merely shrugged. “If we were to cast aside our traditions at the first sign of every emergency, we’d be no better than...”

      I stepped in close, staring her in the eye. “Than what?”

      “Than those who hold themselves to lesser standards.”

      I opened my mouth but hesitated, not wanting to say something that one of us might regret. “I’ll ... be sure to thank Earl for taking the initiative on this.”

      “Kindly pass along our regards on the matter as well.”

      “I’ll get right on that. Oh, and I want both Riva and my pendant back.”

      “I’m not sure that’s wise.”

      “I wasn’t asking. I don’t want her in Crescentwood.”

      Mom appeared to consider this. “Fine, but first I want your word that you will cease fiddling with magic.”

      “Or what?”

      “This isn’t a threat. I’m simply saying the situation could become more ... complicated if others in my circle were to find out you’ve been casting without guidance.”

      “How so? Are you going to drag me in front of a tribunal as well?”

      “You’re not one of us, Tamara,” she replied, her voice softening. “I know you think I mean that as a slight, but the truth is it serves to protect you, too.”

      I nodded. “I understand that. I don’t necessarily like it, but I understand.”

      “Good, then you know there’s nothing I can officially do if you were to just admit you and Mindy...”

      “Stop right there. Don’t even try reading more into what I said.”

      Mom held up her hands. “Fine, if you want to pretend you’ve come this far on your own, so be it. As far as the Draíodóir are concerned, the matter has been settled.”

      “Good.”

      “Just don’t do anything to cause us to reexamine our findings.”

      That’s it! I turned toward the door before stopping in my tracks. “You know what, I changed my mind. Don’t worry about Riva. I’ll drive over there to get her myself.”

      “What did I just say about boundaries? You can’t simply waltz into...”

      “Then I suggest you let them know that I’m on my way with your blessing. Because if I have to cause an incident, you can be sure as hell certain I’m going to make it one nobody forgets anytime soon.”
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      “Ugh... Where...?”

      “Wake up, sleepy head,” I said, turning onto Oak Veil Avenue – heading north toward the juncture that would take us to Crescentwood.

      Justin blinked a few times before pushing himself fully upright and looking around. “Um, how did I get in your car?”

      “I carried you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because my bitch mother slapped you with a sleeping spell so she and I could talk in private.”

      “I take it from your tone that it didn’t go well.”

      “You could say that.”

      “Uh huh. So ... anyway, not to change the subject, but before I passed out, were we about to...?”

      “Head to Crescentwood?” I interrupted, a bit too quickly. “Yeah. Exactly as we’re doing.”

      “Crescentwood? Isn’t that the town that’s...?”

      “Full of witches? Yep. Sure is.”

      “I see,” he said, sounding ever so slightly weirded out – although whether it was because of our destination or the fact that we’d come this close to locking lips, I wasn’t certain. “And why are we taking a detour to Witch Central?”

      “To bring Riva home because I don’t trust Mom to do it without mucking things up.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like everything! I don’t know. She has a habit of doing that. Trust me on this.”

      He shrugged and sat back. “Must’ve been a heck of a talk.”

      “You could say that.”
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      It was probably uncool of me to simply toss Justin’s ass in the car, but he had offered the help if I needed it. The thing was, I kind of did.

      Despite my earlier posturing, I had no way of knowing how the Draíodóir might react to me crossing their border. The general populace probably wouldn’t give a flying fig, but those in the know might take exception.

      I wasn’t just Tamara Bentley popping over for a visit with my relatives – not anymore, possibly never again.

      Much as I hated to admit it, Mom was right. Family only went so far in situations like this. I might be related to many of the Draíodóir, but I was also the leader of their hated rivals. That wasn’t even counting that I was a mix of both races – something neither side would probably ever fully accept.

      The bottom line was simple. If Auntie Fiona or any of the other elders decided to deal with me in their official capacity as members of the so-called Summer Council of Crescentwood then I’d be in for a fight.

      Tough as I was, I didn’t like those odds.

      So I’d hedged my bets by bringing Justin along, hoping that the presence of a normal human would keep them from shooting first and asking questions later. That was at least one area where I trusted them more than the pack. The Draíodóir were maddeningly arrogant about appearances. Whereas the wolves would probably disembowel an interloper and leave their body in a ditch without a second thought, I had a feeling the denizens of Crescentwood were more likely to show a bit of restraint.

      Or at least that was the theory, as I took a right turn onto Misteria Lane.

      “Hey, did that sign say...?”

      “Yes, it did,” I replied. “And no, you’re not the only one who thinks it’s dumb.”

      “I don’t know,” Justin said. “I kind of like the idea of witches making bad puns. It makes them a bit less terrifying.”

      Easy to say until we see what the welcome wagon looks like.

      I braced myself as the massive Victorian that had been my mother’s childhood home came into view – remembering all the bad shit that had happened when last I’d been here. What the? However, a moment later I realized that whatever I’d been expecting, this wasn’t it.

      “Who’s the hottie?”

      I immediately slammed on the brakes. “One, that’s my cousin. And two, you did not just call her a hottie.”

      “What? I’m a hetero guy simply making an observation.” He turned and grinned. “Don’t tell me you’re jealous because of what...”

      “Nothing happened earlier. Oh, and you might want to remember how easily I could snap your spine if I wanted to.”

      “Yep, definitely jealous. Don’t worry, you’ll always be my favorite supernatural minx.”

      I inwardly smiled, but he didn’t need to know that. “You are such an asshole.”

      “And yet you brought me along for the ride anyway.”

      Tempting as it was to treat him to a knuckle sandwich for dinner, my attention turned toward Mindy – waiting on the front porch as I turned off the engine.

      I certainly hadn’t expected to find her here, especially after what had been done to her.

      I hesitated as I reached for the door – way too many emotions rising to the surface. Anger wasn’t the least of it, but I found that rapidly giving way to guilt.

      This was all my fault. Mindy had suffered for no other reason than being willing to help. Not only that, but she’d done so without naming me, allowing me and my mother to continue playing our stupid game of magical chicken.

      She’d taken the fall, and in return had lost even more than cruel fate had already taken from her. It wasn’t fair.

      “W-wait here,” I told Justin, feeling tears well up in my eyes.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Just wait here, please.”

      I slammed the door shut before he could say anything else and ran to my cousin. I grabbed her and pulled her in tight, burying my head in her shoulder. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” she whispered back, eerily calm. “You didn’t do this.”

      “Yes, I...”

      “Not here,” she replied, her voice so low I wouldn’t have been able to hear it had my ears not been supercharged.

      I should’ve known better than to almost spill the beans in front of my mother’s old house, knee-deep in Draíodóir territory.

      Mindy pulled away and smiled. “Calm down and look at me. I’m okay.”

      “No. You’re not,” I replied, wiping my eyes.

      “Yes, but I will be. It’s only three years. That’s nothing, barely a slap on the wrist.”

      “But...”

      “You spent two decades not knowing who you were. I think I can survive a few years using the microwave instead of setting fires with my mind.”

      She was comparing apples to oranges to spare my feelings, and it made me that much more grateful to have her in my life.

      She was wrong, though. Yes, I’d survived twenty years without my powers, but I’d also been fully ignorant of them at the time. Contrast that to this past Christmas when I’d taken my meds so as to pass for human. Those few hours of helplessness had seemed like weeks.

      Mind you, I’d ended up running for my life for most of it, so that might’ve factored in on the despair I felt for my cousin.

      Regardless, I was in her debt, something I wasn’t sure I could ever pay back. For now, though, she was right. It was probably best to play it coy here and save all that for another day. “Wait. What are you doing here? Don’t tell me they have you on house arrest as well.”

      Mindy actually chuckled at that. “No. It was your mom. She called and asked me to meet you here. Figured I was the person least likely to get decked.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but still. “That bitch has some nerve asking you anything right now.”

      “Be nice to her. She actually feels really bad about what happened.”

      “Oh no, Mom feels guilty. Should I dial 9-1-1 and send the wambulance?”

      Mindy shook her head. “It’s not like that. She was pushing for a warning, but got outvoted by the others.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “No, I’m totally serious. I know Aunt Lissa can be kinda intense at times, but she’s not some ogre.”

      I raised an eyebrow. Mom hadn’t mentioned that to me. If she had, I might’ve dialed down the threats before storming out of the house. But that was Mom for you. She did things her own way.

      Didn’t mean I was letting her off the hook.

      “There’s one other reason she called,” Mindy said.

      “Oh?”

      She held up a key. “She wanted me to unlock the door in case you were thinking of kicking it down. Told me to say that you’d pay for anything you destroyed.”

      Now that sounded like Mom.

      Mindy gestured for me to follow her inside, but then stopped as she peered over my shoulder, no doubt noticing I hadn’t come alone.

      “Who’s the hottie in the passenger seat?”

      Son of a...

      “Don’t start.”
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      The truth was I’d expected to find Riva stuffed away somewhere in the basement, among the endless magical bric-a-brac down there.

      Thankfully, reality was more pleasantly mundane. Both she and my pendant were in the back parlor. Mom hadn’t been lying about that part. The lights and the TV were both on. That at least spoke of her still acknowledging Riva as a person and not a lab rat. A small victory but I’d take it.

      Regardless, I felt better with the pendant around my neck and my best friend at my side again as I stepped back outside, only to find Mindy chatting up Justin and apparently vice versa.

      “Here’s my number. Call me if you need to talk. I have a lot of experience being ... well, just a person.”

      My cousin laughed in a way that sent an annoying pang of jealousy coursing through my gut, despite my best efforts to ignore it.

      If anything, I should’ve been happy that he was offering to help. Despite being “just a person” as he put it, he was in a unique position. Not only was he in the know, but he wasn’t beholden to any coven, pack, or other weird-ass clan.

      If anyone was suited to be a friendly ear to a recently depowered witch, it was him.

      Yep. Just my friend being sympathetic to my curvy redheaded goddess of a cousin. Nothing to be jealous of there.

      “Better watch out, Bent,” Riva said, “I think your boy there might’ve developed a taste for gingerbread.”

      “Don’t make me leave you here.”

      At the sound of my voice, Mindy straightened up and turned my way. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You look a little flushed.”

      “It’s winter. People get that way when it’s cold out.” Realizing I was probably sounding a wee bit defensive, I quickly changed gears. “Anyway, next stop for us is Morganberg. I’m gonna have a word with the wolf who ratted you out.”

      “Please don’t do anything to him on my behalf, Tamara.”

      “Oh, I’m sure she’s gonna,” Justin replied.

      Mindy shook her head. “You’re going to get yourself in trouble.”

      “When am I not?” I walked around to the driver’s side. “Don’t worry about the pack. They like this sort of thing. Makes them happy whenever they see someone’s ass getting kicked in the name of Valdemar. Besides it’s high time for them to pull their heads out of their asses. I need less paranoia about who’s trampling their flower beds and more focus on what’s coming. Otherwise, soon enough they’re going to need fur coats and masks if they want to play werewolf.”

      Mindy nodded, looking none too pleased. “I noticed it, too, before they bound me anyway. It’s getting harder to call upon our magic. Not much, but it’s there.”

      “Don’t even get me started on the abject stupidity of binding anyone right now, no matter what they did.”

      “It’s just our way,” she said.

      “Yeah, well, that doesn’t mean it isn’t bullshit.”

      Left unsaid was whether my cousin, or any magic wielder for that matter, could make a difference in the fight against the voiders, not with the way they could shrug off spells.

      I slid into the driver seat before anyone could open that can of worms. Much as I wanted to stick around, Mindy was right about this being an unwise place to talk shop. “Anyway, we should probably get going before Mom starts scrying us.”

      She nodded. “Probably a good idea. Thanks, by the way.”

      “You’re sure you’re okay?”

      “I will be.” She smiled before backing up. “Call me once you get things settled. We’ll find a place to talk.”

      “Definitely. There’s at least one upside to all of this. We should be able to meet for lunch in High Moon now without worrying whether the chief will throw a fit.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “She seems to be taking it as well as can be expected,” Justin remarked as we crossed the town line back to High Moon.

      “I have a feeling she’s just putting on a brave face. From what I understand, the Draíodóir are pretty much raised from birth to use their gifts. She may sound fine, but this has gotta be like losing a limb or worse.” I glanced over at him. “Thanks for offering to talk to her.”

      “My pleasure.”

      I really should have left it at that, but my lips kept flapping. “Just make sure that’s all you’re doing.”

      “How so?”

      “I saw you checking her ass out as she walked away.”

      He leaned back and let out a laugh. “Like I said, jealous.”

      “Am not.”

      “You’re so full of shit, Bent, even I can smell it,” Riva remarked from the backseat.

      “If it makes you feel better I can check yours out, too, maybe give you my thoughts on which one is...”

      I shot him a glare, shutting him up. “You’re this close to me shoving your ass out that door, mister.”

      Silence descended in the car for several seconds, as I navigated the mostly empty streets.

      “What’s the matter, didn’t like that answer?” I finally asked.

      When I received no response, I turned his way to find him staring ahead, his eyes unblinking. “Justin? Don’t play games with me just because you...”

      “Um, Bent,” Riva said from behind us, “you might want to pull over.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. I just feel ... weird all of a sudden.”

      “Weird? Did Mom do something to...?” I trailed off as the engine stalled.

      What the? I looked down to find the dashboard completely dark – no warning lights or anything, as if the battery had suddenly died, too. Thank goodness we hadn’t been going all that fast, as the car simply coasted to a halt before I could hit anything.

      The fuck?

      As the sedan rolled to a stop, I realized Justin continued staring straight ahead. I reached out and touched his shoulder, finding him disturbingly stiff as if rigor mortis had set in during the last thirty seconds.

      I was about to give him a harder shake when something strange registered in my periphery. Just outside the front windshield a bird was seemingly stuck midair, its wings stretched wide but unmoving – like it was hanging by an invisible string.

      Okay, this is getting weird. “You seeing this, Riva?”

      I started to turn her way just as multiple voices cried out inside my head.

      Kill them all.

      Make them pay.

      Bathe in their blood.

      They were like the whispers I used to hear in the sacred glade, goading me to violence, save these were dialed up to eleven.

      I put my hands to my ears, which did nothing to mute the incessant cries for bloodshed, making me certain I was about to be driven insane by...

      Nothing. Just as quickly as they’d started screaming, the voices fell silent, leaving me alone in my own head once more.

      I blinked, finding my vision obscured by tears I hadn’t even realized were falling.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked, turning unsteadily to face my friend. Any other words that might’ve been on the tip of my tongue instantly died as I found her staring back at me – her eyes now glowing a brilliant amber color.

      “Foolish child of multiple worlds,” she said in a voice not her own, yet still familiar. “I knew you would disappoint me, but not even I could have predicted how badly.”

      “Brigid?”
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      “I believe we have already been over this, girl. You may address me as Queen Brigid.”

      “Talk to me when you move into Buckingham Palace and maybe I’ll consider it.”

      That’s right, start out by pissing off the goddess.

      I took a deep breath and forced myself to rein it in. I needed to check my normal snark and fast, make it a point to think before speaking. Brigid was not someone I wanted to goad into a fight.

      “Um, forget I said that,” I quickly amended. “You caught me off guard. I ... wasn’t expecting you.”

      “I will ignore the slight this once, but know my tolerance for such things is limited.” As she spoke, Riva’s face began to change. Her skin lightened a shade, growing slimmer and more refined. The curves of her body also became more pronounced as her outfit became a dress of multihued foliage. I considered my friend to be a catch for anyone lucky enough to land her. She was cute as can be. But even I had to admit, neither of us had anything on Brigid.

      The fairy queen was a goddess in both function and form, making the supermodels who graced the covers of Vogue look like frumps in comparison. She could’ve sat there fully clothed, doing nothing but reading a book, and still made an easy million from an OnlyFans page.

      Much as I tried to stay out of the rat race that could be female pettiness, a part of me instantly hated her for looking so good. The rest of me, however, hated her for simply being a spoiled cunt.

      I waited a beat after thinking that, realizing I’d just given her an open invitation to vaporize me, but nothing happened. Maybe, unlike Possessed Riva, she wasn’t able to casually read my thoughts. If so, definitely a plus in my favor.

      “So, excuse me for asking, but why are you sitting in my back seat?”

      “I am not. This is merely a projection of my unmatched glory. As I believe I explained to you back in my Garden, though my reach is far, I am ultimately tethered to my home.”

      “Hold on. Are you saying that Riva is ... one of those avatars you told me about?”

      “Not at all. I may not be fully there in your world but neither is your friend, as I am sure you have figured out by now.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “So Riva’s just what, a projection?”

      “Of course. The majority of her essence remains here with me.” She held up a hand before I could reply. “Lest you say anything that might incur my wrath, know it was necessary. It was the only way to keep her spirit from disbursing to the cosmos, untethered to a body as it is. What you see is merely what you might call a ghost, one which I have fused with the essence of a singularity so that she might be there by your side, as per the demands you placed upon me before departing my realm. I hope you can appreciate both the power and effort I have expended on your behalf.”

      “Fused her with what now?”

      Brigid let out a sigh. “A burning reservoir of great power. That is all you need to know.”

      More and more it was sounding like mom was right about Riva. I guess I wasn’t the only child of multiple worlds currently in this car.

      “Which brings me to my point,” she continued. “I have upheld my end of the bargain, yet you have not raised a single finger to uphold yours.”

      “That’s not...”

      “DO NOT LIE TO ME!”

      Despite the fact that both Justin and the bird outside the window remained unmoving, suggesting that time itself had somehow been brought to a screeching halt, the car rumbled from the sheer force of her voice. Needless to say, it shut up any excuses that might’ve been waiting on the tip of my tongue.

      “It is true. I diminish by the day as do my followers, as do all who have been touched by the divine. And yet, despite this tragedy, you cower here, fretting over petty concerns, all while existence moves ever closer to its catastrophic end.”

      I opened my mouth but no words came out. Much as I hated to admit it, she was right on the money. Hell, I’d even convinced myself that coming back to High Moon was so I could keep my classmates safe. It was all a load of bullshit. The nearby meadow of infinite mysteries – still a dumb name – had been destroyed. There was no reason for the voiders to remain there, not even Possessed Riva with her bizarre affinity for me.

      The truth was I’d run back to the one place where I’d hoped there’d be someone, anyone, to put between me and them. I’d been charged with saving reality but had been far more worried about saving my own ass.

      “You ... you’re right,” I said at last. “I can’t beat them. I tried and failed ... miserably. I didn’t even make a dent in them.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      “Pretty sure I’m not. I was there.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      “Fine. How so?”

      “You did not try. You expended the barest minimum of effort and then fled like a scared pufflegrump.”

      Puffle...? Never mind. “And how would you even know that anyway? It’s not like you were...” I trailed off as realization hit.

      If Riva’s soul was still in the Garden, then maybe that meant...”

      “I see and hear all that your friend does.”

      Figured. “Creeper much?”

      “Excuse me, child?”

      “I meant, it’s not as simple as that. They were just too strong.”

      “Were they now? Unbelievable. You stood before an entire divine assembly, an audience that few mortals have ever been granted, and yet somehow managed to not hear a single word we said.” She held up her hands and gave me a slow golf clap, putting an extra dollop of contempt into it. “My congratulations. Your arrogance is astounding even by my standards.”

      “Yay me.”

      Fortunately, Brigid chose to ignore that. “I will reiterate this once and once only. You were told that only you can defeat these shades from the void between worlds.”

      “Yeah, I heard that part loud and clear.”

      “Then tell me, child, do you think us liars?”

      I may have occasionally been guilty of mouthing off without thinking it fully through, but no way was I stepping into that minefield.

      When I didn’t answer, Brigid softened her tone a bit. “We of the divine are capable of many things. We do as we please with both our worlds and myriad followers without worry of judgement from those who are beneath us.”

      “So I’ve noticed.”

      “But if there is one thing that I and my brethren are loathe to do, it is ask for help. The fact that we are forced to debase ourselves to one such as you is bad enough. Do not dare sully my honor by suggesting we do so simply to fill your empty head with lies.”

      “Okay fine. I get it.”

      “And yet your tone suggests otherwise.”

      I would’ve liked nothing better than to cave her smug face in with my fist, for all the good it would have done. Instead, I tried changing the subject to one that was hopefully more productive. “All right then, explain it to me like I’m an idiot. You say I’m the only one who can fight these things. How?”

      “Those who are given gifts of knowledge seldom appreciate them as much as those who earn it.”

      “What the fuck does that even mean?” I replied, tact be damned. “All of reality is on the line and you’re telling me I need to earn my paycheck?”

      “Your predecessor, the hybrid who came before, so many long years ago, was able to both fight and contain them. So, too, can you.”

      “Yeah, I get that part. But again how? Is there like an instruction manual for this?”

      Brigid averted her eyes. It was for no more than a moment but it was enough for me to notice.

      Son of a... “You don’t know, do you?”

      “It was a long time ago,” she replied, “even by the standards of the divine.”

      “So what, are you claiming godly dementia or something?”

      Brigid glared at me. “You are a stupid, spiteful, ingrate of a child. Know that I have disemboweled even my favored children for less.”

      “You don’t know,” I repeated.

      Oh yeah, I was definitely digging my own grave here, but her silence told me I was right. What a freaking kick to the metaphorical balls. These assholes wanted me to save their bacon, but didn’t know how I was supposed to do that.

      “I ... was not present for the confrontation between your predecessor and these creatures.”

      “Okay, then what about Valdemar?”

      Her eyes narrowed at the mention of the lycanthrope war god, but not as much as one might’ve expected. It was less a glare for a hated rival and more like the annoyance of being called out.

      “Nor he,” she admitted. So much for the vaunted warrior god. “Only one of the divine conclave bore witness to these events.”

      I was tempted to ask what the rest were doing at the time, but the way she kept shifting her eyes said everything I needed to know. I’d have bet good money that they’d been hiding like scared rabbits through it all – bound to their worlds or not.

      It spoke volumes about these so-called gods.

      I’d done a bit of light reading in my spare time back at school. So many cultures and so many deities – all of them depicting their gods in a different light. Far as I could tell, though, the Greeks and Romans came the closest to what I’d personally observed. Their gods were depicted as bullying assholes, using their powers for good when it suited them but mostly being petty pricks to those they considered beneath them.

      The problem with bullies, though, was they tended to change their tune real quick when confronted by someone bigger and badder. I had a sneaking suspicion the same was true for Brigid and her buddies.

      It wasn’t hard to imagine them being like the Crendel family and retreating to some cosmic bunker until the worst had passed.

      Tempting as it was to throw this in Brigid’s face, it would be a pyrrhic victory at best – especially since she was still powerful enough to squash me like a bug. I doubted she would, not with the part I was apparently expected to play in all of this. Still, perhaps it was best to not assume she wouldn’t spite all of reality just to teach me a lesson.

      So instead I asked, “Okay, so who was there and how do I get them on the horn?”

      Brigid gritted her teeth and let out a hiss. “Their name shall not pass my lips.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I will not sully myself to speak of such a loathsome creature.”

      “But...”

      “ENOUGH!” Once again the car shook from the sound of her ire, shutting up my protests. “I see now that I was right to play my hand and force this issue. It is the only way you will learn.”

      “Force what issue?”

      “Your destiny, child. What else?”

      I had no idea what the fuck she meant by that, but before I could say anything Brigid’s face became that of my friend once again. It was as if I blinked and a completely different person was there.

      In that same instant, my car roared back to life, forcing me to turn and stomp on the brake before it could lurch forward.

      It was another second to realize the bird was gone from where it had been, my periphery registering a quick glimpse of movement as it flew away, as if it hadn’t been suspended in midair for several long minutes.

      “Oh yeah. Jealous with a capital J,” Justin said.

      “Huh?” I replied, trying to reacclimate to the world being normal again, or whatever passed for it.

      From the backseat, Riva asked, “What the hell was that? For a second there I was sure I was back in the Garden.”

      “Hold on. When did we stop?” Justin remarked. “You weren’t serious about kicking me...?”

      “Everyone shut up!” I snapped. “Just give me a second here.”

      I couldn’t even get that much, though, as red and blue flashers suddenly appeared in the rearview mirror, despite the road behind us being empty when last I checked.

      Oh crap. And here I thought my day could only go up after a meeting with the fairy bitch queen.
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      I guided the car over to the side after getting a quick blast from the cop car’s siren, reminding me that we were still in the middle of the road.

      “Everyone play it cool,” I said, spying Chief Johnson’s form climbing out of the cruiser. “Let’s pretend we didn’t have an impromptu sit down with the queen of the fairies right here on Painted Lady Boulevard.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about, Bent?” Riva asked. “Are you saying Brigid was here?”

      “Queen of the what now?” Justin likewise replied.

      Oh, I was so screwed. “Just ... be quiet, all of you, and let me do the talking.”

      That was all the time I had to prep them before the police chief of High Moon was looming outside my door.

      “Afternoon, Chief,” I blithely greeted as soon as I’d rolled the window down. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      “Well, well, Ninja Girl,” he replied in that deceivingly jovial tone of his. “Why am I not surprised to find you at the center of this?”

      “Center of what?”

      “There I was, enjoying an egg salad sandwich with my radar gun over by the light on Black Lotus Drive. You know the one. Folks are always running it like its invisible or something. Anyway, all of a sudden the hairs on the back of my head stood up like someone went and dropped a hair dryer into my bathtub.” He leaned down to look in the window, his eyes flitting first to Riva then over to Justin. “Is your friend here in the know, or do I gotta make up an excuse to stuff him in the back of my patrol car?”

      “He knows,” I said, glancing Justin’s way. “Tell him, please.”

      He lifted a hand and gave the chief a quick wave. “Yep. Witches, werewolves, manananggals, invisible friends, and more.”

      “A manananggal, eh?” the chief replied, sounding almost impressed. “Remind me to ask you about that some time, Ninja Girl. Regardless, good to know. Saves me the trouble of coming up with some bullshit.” He gestured toward the backseat again. “Ms. Kale. I hope the day finds you well.”

      Riva nodded at him, knowing he couldn’t hear her.

      “So anyway,” he continued, his focus back on me, “care to give me the four-one-one on what just happened?”

      “Um, well...”

      “Don’t be shy now, girl. My eyes are tingling with the sting of fae magic – enough to light up Main Street like the Fourth of July. It feels to me like the Garden itself just took a dump all over my town, and lo and behold here you are – in the middle of the road at ground zero, like this is the parking lot of Jenning’s Sporting Goods. Now tell me that isn’t a coincidence.”

      I debated giving him some bullshit excuse since I was still trying to digest what had happened, but I quickly dismissed that idea. Not only did I have a sneaking suspicion that he wouldn’t be fooled for a second, but he was also the guardian something-or-other of High Moon. Sending him on a wild goose chase would do nothing but undermine his position here. Considering all he’d done for me, I owed him more than that.

      “No, not a coincidence,” I said. “Just apparently the fallout of having a cosmic Facetime with Brigid.”

      “Queen Brigid,” he corrected. “I know for a fact she can get persnickety about proper titles and all.”

      “Wait, when did this all happen?” Justin asked.

      “Not surprising you didn’t notice, son. Thought I felt time stutter for a second or two there.” He shrugged and turned his attention back toward me. “So why exactly did one of the twin stars of the shining realm feel the need to ring you up in our quaint little town?”

      “Twin stars?” I replied.

      “She and her sister Maeve, although you wouldn’t guess it. One’s summer to the other’s winter, but that’s neither here nor there.”

      Oh yeah, I’d heard about her during my sojourn to the Garden. According to Grunge, the sticky-fingered pixie who’d served as our otherworldly guide, there was little love lost between Brigid and her sister – making the shit Chris and I said to each other sound tame in comparison. Regardless, Brigid’s family tree was of little concern to me.

      “She decided I needed a reminder that all of reality is on the line. Oh, and apparently I needed to be berated, too, for not solving this problem overnight.”

      Johnson folded his arms across his meaty chest. “Seems a rather vulgar display of power just to chew someone out, but I can’t pretend the will of the divine always coincides with rational thought.”

      “Can’t argue there.”

      “I don’t suppose you happened to remind her that High Moon is neutral ground, and that ignoring incursions like this are likely to be seen as me playing favorites.”

      I smiled sheepishly. “Can’t say that I did.”

      “No matter. I can’t really blame you for that. So, did her majesty happen to say anything else of great import...?”

      Before I could reply, there came a buzzing sound from the chief’s pocket. He reached inside and pulled out an ancient flip phone that looked older than me. “Should’ve guessed she’d have noticed.” He looked up from the device. “All right. What say we keep this between us? No offense to your mom, but it could potentially be viewed as a power shift if it got out that her patron had cracked through the veil right here in High Moon. That wouldn’t be good for anyone.”

      I turned to make sure there was no dissent from either of my passengers, but they still appeared more confused than anything by what had happened. Guess that answered that.

      “Sure. Can do.” It wasn’t too hard to agree, the weirdness of it all combined with me still being mad at my mother, didn’t exactly put me in a talking mood.

      He nodded then answered the phone. “Hey there, Lissa. What can I do for you this fine afternoon? Yes, I most certainly noticed it, too. I was just about to head over and look into it.”

      Guess that explained why he’d asked about my mother. She’d apparently sensed whatever had happened here and decided to be a busybody about it. Okay, maybe that wasn’t fair. Something significant had just happened after all.

      Regardless, it was a fair bet I’d be next on her call list if she learned I was involved, and I still had a few more items on my to-do list to check off.

      Almost as if sensing my desire to leave, the chief put his hand over the receiver and said, “Go on, skedaddle. I’ve got this. But if anything else happens, you let me know pronto.”

      “You got it,”

      He nodded before speaking into the phone once more. “No, I wasn’t talking to you. Just handing out a ticket for a minor parking violation. I know, but the laws of High Moon take a back seat to no-one.”

      The chief continued chatting with my mother as I rolled up the window and pulled away, glad to have dodged that bullet.

      He was right. If word of this got out, I’d probably have the entire pack whining about how unfair it all was, as if I could snap my fingers and make Valdemar appear in the town square.

      No. I already had enough to deal with as far as they were concerned. Speaking of which...

      “Everyone still up for a stop in Morganberg? I don’t know about the rest of you, but there’s a werewolf I want to have a few words with.”
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      Normally, I preferred my non-lycanthrope friends to have as little to do with Morganberg as possible. And don’t even get me started on the idea of bringing someone like Justin into the hollows, especially knowing what lurked there.

      Three words to that – no fucking way.

      That said, the sun was still out, meaning most of the local nasties would at least pretend to behave. Besides, we weren’t headed to the hollows.

      If there was one upside to both Morganberg and Crescentwood, it was that they were, to the general public anyway, your basic close-knit towns in rural Pennsylvania, meaning anyone was free to settle there. As a result, both had thriving populations of regular folk going about their daily routines without the slightest clue that their home was a hotbed of freakish monster activity.

      Maintaining that facade entailed keeping their respective streets from running red with blood – for the most part anyway. Even so, I wasn’t about to put Justin in danger by letting certain individuals in on how much he knew.

      So, to take care of that little issue, I pulled up in front of Olson’s Deli before turning to face him. “Can I ask a big favor?”

      “Anything.”

      “Good. I need you to go in there and order me a number six – extra oil and vinegar, no onions. Please allow me to stress that last part. If I see onions, someone’s gonna die.”

      “Yes, your highness.”

      I grinned. “Oh, and a diet Dr Pepper, too. Your treat, by the way, for that comment earlier about my cousin’s ass.”

      “Technically I was also commenting on your...”

      “Do you want to make it two number sixes? Because I’m bound to work up an appetite if you force me to go medieval on your ass.”

      “Your wish is my command,” he groused, stepping out.

      “Thanks!” I put the car in reverse. “I’ll pick you up here in a little bit.”

      “I can’t help but notice all the ass talk,” Riva remarked from the backseat. “Did something happen while I was stuck at your mom’s place?”

      I glanced at the backseat through the rearview, despite her lack of reflection. “No.”

      “You are so full of shit, Bent, it’s almost pouring out of your ears. Spill.”

      “I’m serious. Nothing happened ... although it kind of almost did.”

      She leaned forward in an instant, invading my personal space. “Almost?”

      “We kinda had a bout of suck-face-us interruptus, courtesy of my mom.”

      That seemed to perk her interest as she passed through the seat to get in the front with me. “I knew it! So tell me, what are you doing here instead of at a sleazy motel shagging that boy rotten?”

      “First off, gross. Second, I don’t need an audience. And third, we’re here so I can beat someone’s brains in, not fuck them out.”

      “But when you’re done...?”

      I tilted my head and shrugged. “I ... guess we’ll see.”

      Having thrown her the proverbial bone, I turned my focus instead toward our destination, roughly half a mile further down Center Street in downtown Morganberg – the Sparkle City Car Wash.

      “Why here?” Riva asked as we pulled in.

      “Because Earl owns it.”

      “The guy from the pack?”

      “One and the same.”

      “Huh, a carwash run by werewolves. That’s a new one.”

      “I dunno, could be weirder,” I said.

      “Oh? How so?”

      “Vampires could own it.”

      “Don’t even joke about that. So why exactly are we here?”

      “So I can determine if I need to feed Earl his teeth. Watch and learn.”

      I pulled up to the attendant and rolled down my window, scowling as he approached us. I didn’t know his name, but I’d seen his face before – one of the hopefuls.

      He apparently recognized me, too, as his eyes opened wide with just enough fear to make me feel good about myself. “You!”

      “Yes, me.”

      “But you...”

      “Would like...” I paused to read the list of available services, “a full pressure wash with underbody blast and carnauba wax. Oh and throw in the tire shine buff while you’re at it.”

      “Okay,” he replied uncertainly. “That’ll be...”

      “On the house. Your gift to me as thanks for not shoving a handful of windshield wipers up your ass for the crap you and your buddies pulled the other day.”

      “I can’t do that...”

      “Where’s Earl?”

      He pointed an uncertain finger toward the office.

      “Good. I’ll be talking to him in the meantime.” I took a quick glance at the nametag pinned to his overalls. “Oh, and Chuck, you’d better hope to God these tires shine as advertised.”
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      “Goddamn, Bent,” Riva said as I stormed toward the office, “you almost made me feel sorry for that guy.”

      I flashed her a quick grin but said nothing as I opened the door and stepped inside. There was no need to let any of these dingleberries suspect I’d brought along my emotional support ghost.

      Earl was alone, newspaper in hand and seated behind a scarred desk that had seen better days. From the look on his face, he’d heard me coming.

      As the bell above the door dinged, he folded his paper and let out a quiet sigh. “If you’re going to abuse your privilege as alpha, might I suggest that next time you also get the ceramic sealant. It comes with a complimentary air freshener.”

      “Duly noted.”

      “Just so you’re aware, I usually make it a rule to not talk pack business at work. Tends to spook the regulars.”

      “That’s nice. I’ll let you know when I care.” I leaned in and looked him in the eye. “Speaking of caring, mind telling me why you’re going behind my back and contacting my aunt Fi ... the Draíodóir without running it up the flagpole first?”

      He met my gaze and held it. If Earl was worried, he was doing a good job of not showing it. Guess one didn’t get to be a pack elder by also being a nervous Nancy. “I ain’t done no such thing.”

      “Don’t bullshit me, Earl. I know you called the Dra ... oh screw it. I know you called Fiona.”

      “Yep. Never claimed I didn’t.”

      “You just said...”

      “I meant I didn’t go behind anyone’s back.”

      “Explain.”

      “Young Bradford. He told me you’d found evidence of who’d been trespassing on our land but was having trouble placing them. Being that I’d been in contact with some of the Draíodóir as of recent, he ordered me to see if I could backtrack the scent and identify the intruder in your stead. And if so, I was to reach out to the coven and convey our concerns on the matter.”

      “Go on.”

      “My nose ain’t what it used to be, but it was easy enough to trace the scent of gald back to Nelly’s old stomping grounds. And from there I recognized that redheaded witch, the one who’d been in High Moon on New Year’s Day. I’m guessing you know the rest.”

      “And you didn’t think to question Brad’s orders?”

      He shook his head, his gaze never faltering. “Ain’t my place to question. Besides, I figured he was just passing along orders he’d gotten from you.”

      That goddamned... I leaned toward him some more, my nails digging a furrow into the wood veneer of his desk. “Just for the record, he wasn’t.”

      Earl raised an eyebrow, about the most emotion he’d shown since my arrival. “Is that so? Well, then I suppose you might be wanting to have a word with him.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to have his address would you? Y’know, so I can go have that chat with him.”

      “I do, but I’m not so sure it’s a good idea, Tamara.”

      It was the first time he’d acknowledged me by my name, catching me a little by surprise. “I thought you said it wasn’t your place to question your superiors.”

      “True enough, but that don’t mean I can’t offer some advice. After all, that’s what us old bastards are for, ain’t it.”

      I wanted to be mad at Earl, but so far he’d been straight with me. And if he’d been given his marching orders then there wasn’t much he could’ve done about it.

      “Sounds like this Brad guy’s the one you want,” Riva said, echoing my thoughts.

      I gave her the barest of nods, keeping my focus in front of me as I gestured for Earl to continue.

      “Seems to me Bradford is doing one of two things,” he said, scratching the stubble on his chin. “Could be he’s trying to take the initiative.”

      “Really?”

      Earl let out a brief chuckle. “Just playing devil’s advocate is all. More than likely, especially if what I’ve heard through the grapevine is true, he’s trying to goad you into doing exactly what you’re planning on. Now, giving him a beating in private is your prerogative, but it ain’t likely to accomplish much. And I won’t lie, if you go too far that’ll just make him a martyr to whatever cause he’s championing – which I’m guessing is ousting you from the pack.”

      I nodded. That wasn’t far off from what Brad himself had told me. “Sounds like my other option is to have an audience when I beat the crap out of him.”

      “You could do that,” he said. “Or you could just let it go for now.”

      “You’re losing me here, Earl. Are you saying I should forgive and forget?”

      “Not at all. But if he’s trying to get under your skin, then you’d do best to not let him.”

      I had to fight the temptation to turn Riva’s way and throw her an incredulous look. “So what then? Should I be happy that he’s messing with me?”

      “Didn’t say that.” The old coot reached into his desk for a toothpick, sticking it in the side of his mouth before continuing. “Some years back, I took a management class down at the community college, trying to better myself and all. Anyway, most of what they taught was hippy dippy bullshit about being a kinder gentler boss. But they did have one solid piece of advice I took to heart. You saw old Chuckie boy out there, didn’t ya?”

      “Hard to miss.”

      “Then I won’t beat around the bush. He may be a hopeful, but he’s got about as much chance of being alpha as Fiona does. Boy’s got twelve ounces of shit between his ears serving as his brains. Barely a day goes by that I’m not surprised he hasn’t managed to drown himself in the soap bucket.”

      “So why not dump his ass?”

      “Before taking that class I would’ve. Ain’t got no time for fools. But, I learned that snap decisions can come back to haunt you. A friend of mine up in Mansfield had to let one of his people go but he rushed it. Didn’t do it all proper like, so he got his ass sued. It was all bullshit, but they called it discrimination and found a judge to make it stick. Caused all sorts of trouble for my friend.”

      “And that has to do with me and Brad how?”

      “I’m getting to that. You see, every time Chuck screws up, I write it down and have a talk with him. And eventually, once I have enough written down, then I may decide to give his dullard ass the boot. If he complains to anyone afterward, I’ll have a record of all the shit he’s done wrong to cover my ass with. That’s my advice to you. Do the same with your new beta. Then, when you have enough, that’s when you call him out in front of the others.”

      “Is that usually the way these things happen?”

      “Hells no,” he replied. “But you’ve said it yourself more than once. Times are changing. You’re a different alpha than we’ve had in the past. What worked before might not work now, so perhaps make up a new playbook.”

      What he was saying made sense. The way to beat Brad at his own game was to be patient and let him dig his own grave. That wasn’t really my forte, but it was more than likely the little prick would happily keep pushing things and giving me more ammunition. “Won’t it still be my word against his?”

      “Not if you have someone to back you up, someone the others won’t question.” He held up a hand before I could say anything. “I know what you’re thinking, but neither Curtis nor Ester will cut it. Curtis is your pa and folks know it. As for Ester, she’s almost as much an outsider as you are.”

      “So who are you suggesting?”

      He shrugged. “Me of course. Not to toot my own horn, but I been around long enough that ears perk up when I open my pie hole.”

      I couldn’t help but be skeptical. “And you’d do this for me?”

      “No.”

      “Well, then...”

      “But I would do it for my alpha, and that is you,” he interrupted. “I’m loyal to my pack. So if someone is messing with that then I take issue with it. And it sounds to me like Bradford might be stirring the pot for no other reason than to cause trouble, which I can’t abide, not these days.”

      “Are you sure? Brad’s family has history here while I’m just an outsider, your words not mine.”

      “True enough, but you’re also Curtis’s daughter and I got nothing but respect for the man. Can’t lie and say I agree with all the choices he’s made, especially regarding his love life, but he’s good people. And I like to think that means he raised his little girl to be good people, too.”

      It was perhaps the nicest thing any of the senior pack members had ever said to me. Sure, he’d taken a swipe at Mom in the process, but I guess I couldn’t blame him for that. If anything I was touched. “Okay, so how do we make this work?”

      He shrugged. “You’re my alpha. Give me my marching orders.”

      I smiled. “Fair enough. Fine, here’s what I want. For starters, I’m to be kept in the loop on anything Brad tells you to do, even if he orders you otherwise.”

      “Easy enough.”

      “And you are not to tell him we spoke about this.”

      “Also not a problem.”

      “Finally, when the time comes to take him to task, I want you to back me up in front of the others.”

      “Can do. Just don’t ask me to lie in front of my pack.”

      “Deal.”

      “Then it is my pleasure to serve.” Earl stood up and spit in the palm of his hand before holding it out to me.

      Gross!

      Fortunately, I kept that thought to myself as we shook on things. Thank goodness I kept a bottle of hand sanitizer in my glove compartment.

      He nodded once than sat back down and picked up his paper again. “If’n that’s all, I should probably get back to work.”

      I started to turn away but then stopped, curious as to one little detail. “Just one more thing. Why do you have my aunt’s number?”

      “That? Ain’t nothing new,” he replied. “Fiona and I go way back. Why, I probably wasn’t much older than you when we first met.”

      “Oh?”

      “Back in those days she was at odds with her sisters all the time. They were the next generation of Draíodóir, expected to set the example for all the rest, but Fi had a bit of a rebellious streak.”

      Rebellious streak? “Hold on. Are you saying you and my aunt...?” I couldn’t bring myself to finish the rest. The thought of her and Earl doing the horizontal mambo was a bit too much for me to process.

      He shook his head and let out a bark of laughter. “Weren’t nothing like that. She ain’t my type, not then and not now. But it didn’t stop us from occasionally sneaking off to get high together.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Let’s just say that Virginia Slims weren’t the only things Fi liked to smoke. As for me, I had a little crop at the far end of the hollows back then. She might have technically been the enemy, but her money was as green as anyone else’s. And, well, I guess we sort of kept in touch over the years. You know how these things tend to go.”

      Talk about crazy shit. Love had brought my parents together, but I guess one could never count out good drugs when it came to building a lasting friendship.
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      “So let me get this straight,” Justin said, taking a bite from his sandwich. “He was your aunt’s drug dealer?”

      “Apparently so. I’m still trying to wrap my head around her and Earl out in the woods getting high as balls.”

      “I’m trying to picture what a stoned werewolf would be like.”

      “Not sure I even want to try.”

      We were currently nestled in a small park off Center Street, having commandeered a bench so as to enjoy our dinner despite the rather frosty temperature out.

      Staying in Morganberg past sunset wasn’t typically at the top of my priority list, but the park was in full view of the town’s main thoroughfare – including Shop Haven, the supermarket where Jerry, my former fiancé, had worked before his untimely death.

      I let out a sigh at his memory. The guy had been a complete tool, but I hadn’t meant to kill him. More importantly, had I stayed my hand I wouldn’t have set in motion the events that had led to Riva’s body being possessed.

      No, she would’ve been killed alongside her parents.

      I shuddered at the thought, realizing the ugly truth. Had Jerry lived, Riva would’ve died. Terrible as it was to admit, I’d have killed him for that reason alone.

      “You okay?” Justin asked, sliding closer and putting an arm around my shoulders. “It is a bit chilly tonight.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Have I mentioned how I can’t go see the campus nurse because my average temperature is about six degrees higher than normal?”

      “So ... you’re telling me you’re hot?”

      I elbowed him gently, albeit not hard enough to make him let go. “Asshole. I know I am.” A part of me wanted some excuse to step away. After all, I still had David and my somewhat complicated feelings for him to consider. At the same time, having two cute guys potentially on my radar was most certainly a first world problem.

      Fuck it. “I suppose you’re not so bad yourself ... on rare occasion.”

      “Will you stop messing around and kiss the poor guy already!”

      I looked to find Riva glaring down at me, the light from the street lamp behind her somehow hitting us despite her still appearing solid to my eyes. I didn’t even pretend to understand how that worked, nor did I particularly care at that moment. “Do you mind?”

      “Huh?” Justin replied.

      “It’s Riva. She’s being a peeping tom.”

      He inclined his head. “Are you saying there’s something worth peeping at here?”

      “No!” Oh God, this was so messed up. Not only was Justin a good friend, but we were in fucking Morganberg of all places. That meant there was probably a hundred percent chance of someone in the pack noticing us. And yet, I found myself not particularly caring. “Not yet anyway.”

      “Well, maybe we should do something about that.”

      Justin leaned in toward me, and I found myself more than happy to meet him half way.

      Fate, if you’re listening, please make sure my mother is minding her own fucking business right now.

      And then all thoughts of my parents disappeared as our lips met, gentle at first – for a second or two anyway. Then my tongue launched forward seemingly of its own accord, forcing its way inside his mouth without bothering to knock first.

      He tasted like ... salami. Not too surprising considering dinner, but whatever. I didn’t care. All I wanted was to press my mouth to his and feel his arms around me, at least until we could find a place that was a bit more private.

      “Way to go, Bent!”

      Eyes-still closed, I raised a middle finger toward the direction where Riva’s voice had come from.

      “Are-are you sure about this?” Justin asked, pulling away for a moment ... at least until I dragged him back in.

      “Shut up and kiss me.”

      A deep primal need rose inside of me, far more intense than I was expecting. In turn, an animalistic longing began to radiate from my nether regions, filling me with the desire to take him right there out in the open.

      Deep in the recesses of my mind, where rational thought still held a bit of sway, I wondered if this was my wolf half’s version of howling at the moon. After all, I’d been with guys before, just never like this. I felt like a fire had been lit in my pants, one that was going to burn me alive unless I did something to satisfy it.

      “We ... probably should ... get going,” I gasped.

      “Yeah,” he replied, looking flushed despite the night air. “I mean, we don’t have to do anything, not if you don’t...”

      “I said we need to go!” My words came out almost as a snarl, but Justin seemed to take the hint.

      “Okay, relocating is good. So, where to?”

      “Anywhere that has a bed, table, or even a fucking floor. I don’t care.”

      That was no lie. Hell, right then Riva could’ve given me a play by play and I wouldn’t have minded. All I could think about was Justin inside me and my dry streak coming to a merciful end ... over and over again.

      Oh, this poor guy. He had no idea what he was in for. Justin was a top ranked athlete sure, but I had stamina that was several times that of a normal person. I just hoped he was up to the task of...

      “High Moon,” Riva said.

      “No way. Last thing I want is the chief shining his Maglite in the window while we’re...”

      “High Moon,” she repeated more insistently, a look akin to horror on her face as she turned away from us.

      So much for her wanting to watch.

      It took me a couple of seconds – hormones still demanding I stop wasting time and seal the deal – but I realized she was facing westward, the direction of our hometown. “Fine. What about High Moon?”

      Riva shook her head, almost as if coming out of a trance. “I ... I can feel it.”

      “Feel what?”

      “The breeze, the cold. It’s them!”

      “Who?”

      She turned to face me, eyes wide. “The voiders!”

      “What?! How?”

      “I don’t know,” she cried. “It makes no sense, but I know what I feel. One minute there was nothing, the next... We have to get back.”

      She didn’t need to say more. Forcing myself to sober up from the cocktail of chemicals still sloshing around my brain, I pulled away and got to my feet. “Come on. We need to get going.”

      Justin wasn’t stupid by any means. He’d no doubt noticed the change in my demeanor as all trace of either humor or romance disappeared from his voice. “I’m guessing back to High Moon.”

      “Yeah. I’ll explain on the way.”
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      Okay, there wasn’t much to explain beyond Riva suddenly having a bad feeling that the voiders had shown up. It wasn’t much to go on, but I didn’t question her for an instant. She wasn’t one to casually cockblock her friends.

      “That way,” she said, pointing from the backseat.

      “Got it.” I turned left at the stop sign then said, “I need you to stay in the car once we get there.”

      “No way,” Justin replied. “I’m...”

      “I’m not playing here,” I interrupted. “I’m serious, Justin, it’s either that or I drop your ass off right here. You haven’t faced these things. I have. They can kill a person with no more than a glance.” I thought back to poor Aysha and her gruesome end. “I appreciate you wanting to help, really I do, but not this time. Please just do as I say.”

      “If you feel that strongly about it, fine.”

      “Promise me.”

      “Really?”

      “Do I sound like I’m joking? I swear, I will weld a chastity belt to my waist and join a convent if you even think about crossing me on this. And that’s after I break your jaw for making me worry.” He was silent for several seconds, no doubt trying to make sense of the word vomit I’d just spewed. “I’ve already lost too much. I don’t want to lose anyone else I care about.”

      That seemed to get through to him. “Okay. I promise I’ll stay put.”

      “You’d better.”

      Despite that, I still gave myself a fifty-fifty chance of having to knock him out. Justin’s bravado in the face of nightmare terrors was admirable, sexy even, but it was the last thing I needed to deal with if Riva was right about what was waiting for us.

      “Turn here!” she said, seemingly oblivious to our conversation as she continued barking out directions.

      “Painted Lady boulevard,” Justin remarked. “Weren’t we just here?”

      He was right. It was where we’d stalled and I’d had my less than pleasant divine visitation. If this was a coincidence, it was way too uncanny for my liking.

      Nevertheless, there was little doubt this was the place as I quickly slammed on the brakes.

      Traffic was stopped ahead of us – cars askew on the street with a crowd of gawkers having already gathered. Beyond them, I could make out the glare of red and blue flashers. Whatever was going on, we were late to the party.

      “Stay here,” I reiterated to my wannabe booty call as I shut off the engine. However, I found myself hesitating as I reached for the door handle.

      “What’s wrong?” Justin asked.

      “Oh the hell with it.” I leaned over to the passenger side and kissed him. “Stay safe,” I told him as I pulled away.

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be...”

      Crunch!

      Justin looked down to find the seatbelt release in my hand – just as I finished crushing it with the buckle still inside, effectively fusing it shut.

      “Seriously, Tamara?”

      “Sorry, but I know you. Now stay here like a good boy and maybe I’ll rub your tummy when I get back.”

      “You’re hilarious, you know that?”

      “Always leave them laughing, that’s my motto.”

      As I got out and shut the door behind me, he cried, “Just for the record, that had better not have been a goodbye kiss!”

      Let’s hope not.
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      “Nice move with the seatbelt,” Riva said as we made our way through the growing crowd of onlookers.

      I couldn’t tie her down like I had Justin, but fortunately being intangible was a super power unto itself.

      “Why here?” I asked.

      “No clue.”

      “I mean, it’s just a residential neighborhood. It’s not even one of the better ones.”

      As I struggled to see what was going on up ahead – damn my recessive genes for deciding I should be the shortest person in my family – a hand fell on my arm.

      I turned to find Mrs. Whippleman, my old sixth grade teacher, staring back at me. “You don’t want to go up there, dear, trust me,” she said not unkindly, a mix of confusion and fear upon her face. “I-I think some people may have been hurt.”

      “That’s exactly why I need to get there.”

      “Why?”

      “Um...” That was actually a good question. “Because ... I just got my EMT certification.”

      “Oh my! That’s wonderful to hear. Your mother must be so proud that you’ve given up that nasty wrestling in favor of an actual career.”

      “Yeah, proud is one word for it.” I pried myself from her grasp, remembering why I hadn’t particularly cared for grade school. “Now if you’ll excuse me, people to save. Good to see you again.”

      I threw her a fake smile and pressed onward toward the front of the crowd. Sure enough, two patrol cars blocked the road – half of High Moon’s modest police fleet. There, two deputies were doing their best to control the crowd.

      “Nothing to see here, folks. It’s all under control.”

      I sincerely doubt that.

      Past them, further down the road, another cruiser was parked. I had a feeling it was the chief’s, especially since its flashers were illuminating the house closest to it – revealing a gaping hole where the front porch should’ve been.

      Shit!

      “Sorry, ma’am,” one of the deputies said as I tried to push through, “the street’s closed to pedestrian traffic.”

      It was almost mindboggling how blasé they were being about the decisively non-normal damage less than a hundred yards away. Either they were cool as cool could be, or they were as much in the dark about the craziness that was afoot as most of the residents of High Moon.

      “It’s okay. Chief Johnson is expecting me.”

      “He’s expecting you?” another of the deputies replied, Sergeant Kent if my memory served me correctly. “Wait, I know you. You’re that wrestler, Tamara...” He trailed off, snapping his fingers as if trying to remember.

      “Bentley,” I said, choosing to ignore the condescending tone in his voice.

      “Uh huh. Well, hometown hero or not, I’m still going to need you to stand behind the line.”

      Tempting as it was to backhand him out of my way, I opted instead for something less likely to get me shot at – for now anyway. I leaned in and lowered my voice. “Has the chief perchance mentioned a certain Ninja Girl?”

      “Are you kidding? He’s barely stopped talking about her ever since that biker gang rode through and... Wait, are you saying...?”

      “No way,” the other deputy, Samuelson, said. “You?”

      “Not so loud. I don’t want to broadcast it.”

      “Sorry. It’s just that you’re...”

      “Yeah, I get that a lot,” I interrupted, not particularly interested in whatever remark he had to offer. “So how about it? Can I pass? I’m pretty sure the chief could use my help.”

      That seemed to confound the two officers, for a moment or two anyway.

      “Listen, kid,” Kent finally said, “I’m sure you were a big help back then, but this is police work. So why don’t you back off and let us do our jobs.”

      “Bent,” Riva warned.

      “I got this.”

      Fortunately, the crowd was noisy enough that the deputies didn’t question who I was talking to, probably thinking I had friends in this menagerie.

      “Okay, enough of this. I’m gonna have to ask you to step back, miss, before I...”

      Kent’s attempt to brush me off was cut short by the night sky lighting up like the Fourth of July.

      What the hell?

      In the next instant, a bolt of lightning lanced down from the heavens, striking the damaged house, followed by a crack of thunder – loud enough to almost drown out the cries from the startled crowd.

      “Holy shit!”

      “The fuck was that?”

      “I thought the weather report called for clear skies.”

      That last guy wasn’t full of shit. Daring a look up, sure enough I saw the stars high above, clear as can be.

      No way was that a good sign.

      Apparently it was just getting started, too. The ground began to rumble beneath my feet, the shaking growing in intensity until I had to grab one of the police sawhorses to keep from falling on my ass. Looking around, I saw plenty of others who weren’t nearly as lucky.

      Crack!

      As the shaking intensified, the asphalt began to break apart. A fissure opened in the street – running from the damaged house almost all the way to where the cruisers were parked.

      Sadly, I had no idea who or what caused it – the chief, or whatever he was facing off against. All I knew for certain was I had to have rocks in my head to want to wade into the middle of this mess.

      Go figure that would be the exact moment when an opening presented itself. Deputy Samuelson raised his voice to try to calm the crowd. Too bad for him, Kent seemed on the verge of freaking the fuck out – drawing his gun and pointing it at the damaged home, despite there being no enemy in sight.

      “What do we do, Bent?” Riva cried, her voice just barely audible above the rising chaos.

      I shook my head, not sure what my next move should be. Yeah, I could race in there, but I didn’t particularly fancy being shot in the back, whether by accident or not.

      I took a moment to consider my options. This was a residential neighborhood. It would be a minor matter for me to cut left or right, then hop a few fences until...

      “What the hell is that?”

      I turned at the sound of Kent’s voice, just in time to see something flying through the air in our direction.

      Between the dark sky and the overlapping red and blue flashers, it was hard to make out what it was...

      Thud.

      At least until it landed on the hood of the nearest police cruiser.

      It was an arm – large, meaty, and clad in a khaki sleeve the same shade as the uniforms of the officers in front of me, except near the far end where the fabric was stained a much darker color.

      Oh my God.

      There was no question who it belonged to. Likewise, I had little doubt what had caused it, as the wound appeared to be a clean cut – severing flesh, bone, and fabric, as if with a surgeon’s scalpel.

      A moment of stunned silence passed, in which both the officers as well as those at the head of the crowd took in the gruesome sight.

      Then all hell broke loose as screams and the sound of gunshots rent the night. Half the crowd surged in one direction, while the rest collided with them as panic took over – with me, of course, nearly in the middle. Not exactly the kind of sandwich I wanted to be a part of.

      Speaking of which, thank goodness I’d left Justin where he was. The panicked crowd wasn’t much of a danger to me, but that didn’t mean others wouldn’t be injured in this mess.

      Sadly, I had a choice. I could try my hand at crowd control or help the chief. There was no real question where I was needed more, though. I didn’t pretend to understand him or his motives most of the time, but there was no denying two facts – Ralph Johnson had done me a solid on more than one occasion, and he was devoted to protecting the people of High Moon.

      There was no way I could in good conscience leave him to face the voiders alone.

      “Come on,” I said to Riva, shoving people out of the way as I once again made my way forward.

      I waited for a pause in the gunfire as the deputies unloaded their weapons into the night, as if the split level at the center of this all was to blame. Tough I might be, but I didn’t care to test how my healing might fare against a bullet to the spine.

      Once they stopped to reload, I vaulted over the sawhorse and approached the deputies, both of them alongside the nearest cruiser. “Do you even know what you’re shooting at?”

      “Listen, kid,” Kent snapped, “don’t make me warn you again.”

      “The chief’s out there somewhere, you stupid fuck!”

      That got his attention, albeit not in the way I wanted.

      “Get back behind that barrier, or so help me I’ll run you in for...”

      “For what?” I turned and slammed a fist into the side of the cruiser – caving in the door panel and shoving the entire vehicle a good two feet. The sound of the impact was like a shotgun going off, drawing everyone’s notice – which hadn’t really been my intention.

      “Jesus Christ!”

      “How the fuck did she do that?”

      “She-she’s just a girl.”

      It was a good thing I was preoccupied, otherwise I might’ve been tempted to have a word with whoever had spouted that gem.

      “Smooth, Bent. Real subtle.”

      Riva was right. I might as well have hung a neon sign on my neck that said, “Look at me, I have super powers!”

      That was a worry for later, though.

      There were worse things than people finding out what I really was, and I had a feeling the end of the world was one of them.
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      Thankfully, all the argument seemed to drain from the officers upon seeing me manhandle their car.

      Kent simply stared my way, as if debating whether to back down or shoot me.

      Fortunately, Samuelson grabbed him by the arm and steered him back toward the panicked crowd.

      “Go!” he told me, which was about as close to a blessing as I was going to get.

      Before I could make it more than a few steps, though, another voice rang out in the night, or should I say voices.

      “Enough!”

      The sound reverberated through the air, nearly as loud as the thunder had been. But if I thought that was ominous, what happened next made it seem like a cheap parlor trick.

      The damaged house, flames rising from where the lightning had struck it, blew apart, but not in any sane sort of way.

      It wasn’t like a gas explosion or anything so mundane. No. It was like watching a Hollywood special effect, something you might see in one of the Matrix movies.

      The various parts of the home all seemed to come unglued from each other. There was barely even any noise. One moment there was a house, damaged yes, but a house nonetheless. The next it all separated, lifting up and scattering in all directions before simply stopping – leaving walls, shelves, roof tiles, beams, furniture, and more just hanging in midair about thirty feet away from where the home had stood. In the middle of it all was a bare concrete slab that had served as the foundation.

      Standing upon it was a group of people – one of them the Chief, his portly form easily identifiable, missing arm or not.

      As for the others, I spotted Possessed Riva among their number, dispelling any doubt as to who they might be.

      Why are they here?

      Then, a mere second later, the air filled with the sound of destruction as whatever was holding the building materials aloft let go, dropping debris in a circle around the foundation.

      The cries of the panicked crowd behind me grew ever louder, making me think even more people had shown up to watch. Freaky as fuck this might be, but never discount the rubberneckers to show up, gawk, or take selfies.

      They weren’t important right then. I needed to focus on what lay ahead. “Come on, Riva, let’s go help the Chief.”

      Chief Johnson, however, though appearing gravely wounded, didn’t seem all that fazed by the fact that his left arm was missing.

      “All right, fun’s over, folks,” he called out. “This is your last warning. Leave the city limits or I will be forced to use any and all means at my disposal against you.”

      Seriously?

      “You are no threat to us, guardian of these lands,” the others replied as one, ratcheting up the creep factor to eleven. “Tell us how you have masked the Window of Worlds and you may continue to exist.”

      Despite his grievous wound, the chief let out a scoffing laugh. “For the last time, there ain’t no thin spots in High Moon, ‘cept maybe the one atop my head. Never has been.”

      “Perhaps that other one can enlighten us in his stead.”

      It was the familiar voice of my friend, save the tone and cadence was off – making her sound barely human. I turned from the chief, unsurprised to see Possessed Riva was smiling my way – the flashing lights of the Chief’s patrol car casting her face in a ghoulish light.

      Oh yeah, make that a twelve on the creep-o-meter. Making it even worse was her suggestion that I had a clue as to what they were talking about.

      “We briefly sensed a window here,” she said, answering my unspoken question, “so close to that which first let us into this world. It simply cannot be a coincidence that we find you here now.”

      The chief turned to follow her gaze, his face registering little more than annoyance at my appearance – as if he’d caught me playing hooky. “You’re gonna want to clear your mind and back away, Ninja Girl. This is my business to handle.”

      For a moment I actually considered heeding his advice, and it had nothing to do with the chill of terror running down my spine. After all, this was the sheriff of High Moon. When he said jump, most people asked, “How high?”

      Instead, I stood my ground, insane as that might’ve been. “No can do, Chief. This is my fight, too.”

      “High Moon is...”

      “My home as well,” I interrupted. “Feel free to arrest me afterward if you want.”

      I waited a beat to see how he would react. He might’ve been down an arm, but I got the feeling he was far from out of this fight.

      “A valid point,” he said with a laugh. “Fine. Just make it a point to not die on my shift. I got enough paperwork waiting back at the office as it is.”

      A comforting soul Chief Johnson was not, but had I wanted comfort I’d have simply stayed in my car with...

      “Thoughts of vigorous copulation do not answer our question,” Possessed Riva said, cocking her head. “Tell us of the Window of Worlds.”

      “Not a single fucking word,” I mumbled to Riva as I started moving forward again. “The Chief is right. There’s no sacred glade or whatnot here in High Moon.”

      “Untrue,” the rest of the voiders replied. “We have sensed it.”

      I couldn’t help but notice new faces in the bunch. There were still five of them not counting Possessed Riva, but gone were the ones who’d been injured back at the meadow.

      Wait a second...

      “You are mistaken,” one of them said. “You did not injure us, you merely damaged the forms we held. They are as easily replaced as the clouds in the sky.” She stepped forward into the light revealing herself to be a child, not even in her teens.

      Oh no! Not that.

      The true horror of what I’d done finally hit home. I knew the voiders needed to possess physical bodies in our world, Riva was proof of that. But in trying to fight them, all I’d done was force them to find new victims to possess, and these monsters apparently didn’t give a shit if they were children or not.

      Maim them and they’d simply discard their skin like an old coat, destroying yet another life in the process.

      I could throw punch after punch, but all I’d be doing was inadvertently killing their next victim – all while the voiders inside remained uninjured.

      How the hell could I hope to stop them?

      “The answer to that is simple,” they all replied as one. “You can not.”
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      “Guess we’ll see about that,” Chief Johnson said, sounding far less freaked out than I was. “Don’t say you weren’t warned.”

      I expected him to pull his gun, but apparently he was done being so mundane.

      He raised his remaining arm, palm wide open, then closed it.

      Within seconds, it was as if the very Earth let loose with a low-pitched growl that seemed to echo across the neighborhood, drawing surprised silence from the growing crowd somewhere behind us.

      That was merely the opening act as the concrete foundation seemingly came to life. It buckled and heaved as what appeared to be five massive fingers separated from the rest, directly beneath the main group of voiders.

      I could only watch wide-eyed as the monstrous hand closed, missing Possessed Riva but slamming shut upon the others – entombing them as rivers of blood dripped from between the concrete fingers.

      Jesus Christ!

      It laid bare just how far out of my league I was. Sadly, I also realized the implication. “Chief, no! The people those bodies belong to...”

      “Can’t be helped, Ninja Girl,” he replied, calm as a winter night. “My duty is to High Moon and its residents.”

      “Neither are relevant,” Possessed Riva replied, inclining her head at the gigantic hand.

      The fingers of the massive appendage simply fell apart, crumbling to dust and leaving behind the crushed remains of her fellows.

      If I thought that was it for them, though, I was sadly mistaken.

      They extracted their pulped and bleeding bodies from one another, the crackle of bone making me wince.

      “Holy shit, Bent,” Riva said from beside me, echoing my thoughts.

      It was like watching a torture-porn remake of Night of the Living Dead. Heads were misshapen, arms bent at unnatural angles, and bodies contorted in ways that no human was meant to. Yet despite all that, every single one of them stood up again. Even worse, they all smiled, as if they found the attack to be nothing more than quaint.

      “Neat trick,” Johnson replied, sounding nonplussed. He pulled the radio from his belt with his good arm and lifted it to his lips. “Samuelson, I’m gonna need you and the boys to push that crowd back at least half a block. This looks like it could get messy, over.”

      Think we’re a bit late for that.

      He didn’t bother waiting for a reply, tossing the radio away as if he’d said his piece and was done with it.

      As he did, Possessed Riva turned my way. “Tell us about the window or witness the fate of your so-called guardian.”

      “That a fact?” he replied. “All that tells me is you have no idea who you’re messing with.” He glanced my way. “I’m gonna ask that you kindly forget this next part, Ninja Girl. Won’t do you or anyone else much good to think of me as anything more than the sheriff of High Moon, unless you’re hoping to lose sleep at night.”

      “Um, okay.”

      “Your chatter b-becomes tiresome,” the young girl slurred, her body mangled beyond repair yet somehow still alive.

      She barely moved but it was more than enough to cause the chief’s other arm to drop from his body, as if he were a plastic doll in the hands of a petulant child.

      I couldn’t help the cry that escaped my lips – nor could apparently the crowd still watching.

      “Holy shit, did you see that?”

      “Chief!”

      Johnson, however, ignored them all, barely batting an eyelash despite his injuries. “Y’all got no idea who I am, do you? I may look like some hick cop to most, but I assure you I have been here a very long time. Hell, I called these parts home back when mankind was still figuring out fire. The Shawnee who once lived here called me Nepatiwani, he who slumbers in the Earth. You yahoos, though, all you need to know is I am one with the very land here. I am High Moon.”

      What the ever-living fuck?
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      “B-Bent?” Riva asked in a shaky voice.

      “Can’t talk. Too busy losing my mind.”

      I’d known Chief Johnson was something other than human, but this was freaking insane. I still had nothing more than the barest clue what he actually was, but apparently he was very old and unthinkably powerful.

      As if to drive that point home, the ground around his feet began to undulate. Tendrils of dirt and grass snaked up his body on either side, touching the spots where his arms had been amputated. From there they filled out, growing thicker and more pronounced, taking on the appearance of flesh until finally the chief was whole once again, save for his missing shirt sleeves.

      “Will you look at that, good as new,” he said, glancing down at himself. “Now where was I? Ah yes. Normally I’d read you folks your Miranda Rights, but I think we’re a bit past that. So why don’t we skip that nonsense and get to the part where I introduce you to High Moon, the last place on God’s green Earth you should’ve messed with.”

      The ground once again began to rumble, leaving me to consider what a crock of shit it had been on my part to think I could help. My powers were an absolute joke compared to his. How in the hell had I ever fooled myself into thinking my presence here would make a difference?

      What I should have done was turned and ran, but it was like my feet were rooted to the spot as I took in what happened next.

      The Chief had dropped a gigantic hand on them just minutes earlier. Now apparently it was time for the rest as the lot upon which we stood seemed to come to life – heaving and rippling as if about to birth something truly monstrous. Not only was the power on display utterly incredible, but so was the precision as none of the other homes around us seemed to be affected, despite me barely being able to remain on my feet.

      Most of the voiders, their bodies already broken beyond repair, tumbled to the ground as the foundation beneath them began to liquify – turning into something akin to bubbling tar.

      “You have angered this land, my very body,” the chief growled, all semblance to his normal good ole boy persona gone from his voice, “and now you will spend eternity entombed within its black blood, nourishing those yet to come.”

      Dearest mother of God.

      As he spoke, the voiders began to sink into the muck, all of them – even Possessed Riva.

      “Um, Bent...”

      Fortunately, I’d already come to the same conclusion. “Not her, Chief! That’s Riva’s body. She needs...”

      “My apologies to you both,” he replied emotionlessly, “but this desecration needs to end.”

      “You’re right, it does,” Possessed Riva said. She let out little more than a huff of breath, but the tar around her and her companions fell away as surely as if they’d been coated in Teflon.

      “What in the seven planes of Hell?” Johnson gasped, seemingly caught as much off guard by that move as me.

      Oh this is not good. This is not good at all.

      “You may be one with this land...,” Possessed Riva began, as the rest of the voiders joined in.

      “But we are so much more.”

      With that, they raised their hands much as they’d done when they’d destroyed the meadow of mysteries. In that same moment, the night sky around us began to glow a sickly red color.

      The ground beneath their feet gave one more heave before falling still, just as the chief stumbled back several steps as if he’d been struck by an invisible hand.

      “Wh-what are you doing?” he stammered, grabbing hold of his midsection.

      “It is simple, guardian,” Possessed Riva replied. “Much as we seek to cut this world off from the multiverse, we can likewise sever the connection of this place – your body – from that which gives it life. Behold.”

      “No!” he cried.

      Tears sprung unbidden to my eyes as I heard true fear in his voice, something I didn’t think possible.

      “This land is sacred – holy. You can’t just...”

      “You are wrong. We can and will.”

      The glow in the air began to spread, coloring the very ground itself, making it seem as if all of it – the dirt, the grass, even the trees, had been bathed in the blood of damnation.

      What happened next was hard to explain other than to say I could sense all of it die. Even though it was the middle of winter – the trees bare and the grass mostly brown – I could feel the change around me.

      I wasn’t sure how or why I knew this, just that I did. The energy, the lifeforce of this place, all of it. What had been merely sleeping, waiting for spring to awaken once again, was now rotting from the inside.

      “They’re killing it,” Riva gasped. “They’re killing everything around us. They’re killing High Moon!”

      I had no idea what was happening or how to stop it. All I knew was that I could see my town’s fate echoed in the Chief’s body as he contorted in agony with every second that passed. Seeing him like that, an immoveable object that had been bested, finally broke whatever impasse had been holding me in place. I finally found myself able to move again – racing to be at his side, unsure what, if anything, I could do to help him.

      Sadly, it was already too late. Even as I reached him, the color began to leach out of his body. His once ruddy face becoming grey as ash, as the rest of him began to follow.

      “Chief?” I put a hand on his shoulder only to watch as his arm crumbled in my grasp.

      No!

      The rest followed. There was nothing I could do as his body cracked and shattered, falling away to dust – every bit as dead as the ground upon which we now stood.
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      “He chose his fate.”

      “What?” I replied, still staring at where Ralph Johnson – sheriff of High Moon, guardian of this town, and a person I’d respected – had stood only moments earlier.

      “He chose his fate,” Possessed Riva said, stepping to my side as if we were doing nothing more interesting than stargazing. “There was no need for him to perish this day, but he chose this fate over heeding our demands. There is little to be gained mourning such a pointless end.”

      Little to be gained? I turned her way, barely hearing the panicked din of the people who’d just witnessed these extraordinary events – noticing little more than the creeping rage that was slowly gathering inside me. “You bitch!”

      “Bent, no!”

      The words of my best friend registered in my enraged mind just before I swung for the fences, causing me to divert my blow at the last second, just barely missing her body.

      The sheer momentum of the punch caused me to stagger, dropping me to my knees as I couldn’t be bothered stopping myself. What was the point anyway? I couldn’t hurt her, I couldn’t hurt any of them. All I could do was break Riva’s body, not that I could see any way for her to ever get it back.

      “You continue to think of your friend,” Possessed Riva said. “Such loyalty is uncommon, yet ultimately pointless...”

      “As is such meaningless discourse,” the preteen voider interrupted, lurching to where I knelt and looking down at me. “The windows are all that matter. Your guardian refused to tell us that which we need to know. Should you choose to do the same...”

      She inclined her head and I instantly felt my left arm go numb ... as if it had been cut off from the rest of me.

      No!

      I looked down in horror, fully expecting to see it drop to the ground like it had been neatly snipped off with a pair of scissors. That wasn’t the case, though. Instead, sensation returned to my arm. I flexed my hand to make sure I was still in control of it, watching the fingers move as they were supposed to. What I couldn’t control, however, was the bone-numbing fear that these things could unzip my body so easily.

      Much as I wanted to tell these bastards to go fuck themselves, what came out instead was more the scared mewling of a kitten. “I-I don’t know. I swear, I...”

      The words died on my lips as I looked up at the voider’s face. I’d expected to see cold arrogance staring back at me, but instead I found confusion. It wasn’t just her either. The others all seemed equally as befuddled for some reason.

      “How can this be?” the girl asked, glancing back at her fellows.

      “This is your chance, Bent,” Riva said, the cadence of her voice changing – surprise mixed with something else, something that sounded like hope. “Whatever they tried to do to you didn’t work.”

      “Huh?”

      “Don’t ask me how I know. I just do. They’re confused right now, frightened even. And it’s because of you.”

      “But I didn’t do...”

      “I know that, but you need to do something now!”

      Her words spurred me on. Despite wanting to do nothing more than run for my life, I forced myself to stand up and face the child voider.

      So young.

      I hesitated for a moment, before realizing the owner of this body was already dead. The Chief had ensured as much. Nothing I did would harm her further, but maybe I could still hurt the thing inside her.

      So, I let loose, hitting her with a blow that was hard enough to spin her head around the wrong way.

      I might as well have been spitting into a hurricane. The voider staggered back on mangled legs barely able to support her weight. Then, she grabbed hold of the sides of her head and turned it back to face me – the confusion on her face changing to an expression of cold arrogance.

      “I s-see we were wrong to be w-worried,” she said, her words slurred. “You are no more effective than the feeble guardian of this land.”

      She wasn’t wrong. These things could take the best I could give and laugh it off. They’d forced me from this world, stolen my best friend, killed with impunity, and had destroyed the guardian of High Moon with the barest of effort.

      Despite Riva’s claim that I’d managed to do something, she’d been mistaken. I was a mere insect to these creatures. We all were.

      And yet, despite knowing all I could do was run, I felt hate welling up inside of me. Not knowing why, only that it was better than being afraid, I grabbed that tiny flame and began to fan it – turning once more toward the pile of dust that had been the Chief and letting that hatred grow. I remembered what Brad had done to David and what the Draíodóir had done to my cousin. I thought of how Brigid’s smug face had made me feel, and how she’d used my friend for her own means.

      “Why are you thinking of the fae queen now?” Possessed Riva asked.

      I ignored her, focusing instead on all the things that served to piss me off as of late, of which there was no small amount. I couldn’t win against these things, but going out angry seemed more preferable than dying on my knees.

      The truth was, in that moment I hated these fucking monsters with every fiber of my being – for the lives they’d destroyed, for the fear they’d spread, and for what they’d done to my best friend – a person I loved more than life itself.

      Fuck them all!

      “Die, you sons of bitches,” I hissed, once more turning to face the girl who’d been speaking for the rest. I pulled back my arm, willing every last ounce of strength into it. “Fucking die already!”

      With that I let loose, ignoring the voice in my head telling me it was futile. Hell, it probably was, but at least I’d go out knowing I’d tried. That in the end I had...

      My fist struck the girl’s broken body with enough force to knock a bus over, but it was what happened at the moment of impact that caused my breath to catch. It was like a mass of seething black energy exploded from my fist, momentarily engulfing the voider’s form.

      I send it flying back past its comrades, tumbling end over end until it finally came to rest on the frozen dirt.

      However, rather than get back up and berate me for my wasted effort, as I fully expected, the voider’s body instead burst into white hot flame.

      The fuck?!

      A high-pitched scream rose up from it, a terrible cry that was impossibly loud. I doubled over clutching the sides of my head, fully expecting my eardrums to rupture before realizing I was hearing the cry inside my mind.

      The burning body flared up, and from inside the white flames I beheld a spectral figure as it writhed in agony.

      It was the voider’s true form.

      “NO!” the others cried as the figure vanished, leaving only a charred, unmoving body behind.

      “Oh my God, Bent. You did it!”

      “Did what?”

      “I ... no idea, but I’m pretty sure you killed it.”

      “Impossible,” the remaining voiders replied, turning my way. “You are of this world and of no threat to us.”

      “Guess again, bitches!” Riva said, flipping them off with both middle fingers.

      It ... made no sense. She was right. The voider certainly appeared to be destroyed. Problem was I had no idea how I’d done it. Hard as I’d slugged her, it certainly hadn’t been any harder than the chief had with his giant fist o’ doom.

      So what then?

      And, more importantly, how could I make it happen again?

      I wracked my mind to think of what was different now compared to the fight at the meadow. I mean, sure, I had home field advantage here, but I doubted that had anything to do with it. Had the Chief weakened them with his attacks? Or did it have something to do with Brigid sticking her nose in my business...

      “Why are you thinking of the fae queen again?” Possessed Riva asked.

      Fuck! I needed to stop forgetting they could do that.

      “The fae queen was here in this place?” the others continued, likewise mining my thoughts. “Ah. We see now.”

      See? All I knew was that the fear in their voices was gone, replaced once again by cold arrogance.

      “The window was false. There is no longer any reason to waste time here.”

      The voiders turned Possessed Riva’s way and gave her a look. Apparently some sort of communication passed between them because she went to stand at their side.

      “Wait, what are you doing?”

      “There is no longer reason for us to be here,” she replied. “The pretenses were false. Remaining here serves no purpose toward our mission.” She inclined her head as if considering something before adding, “It was ... pleasant seeing you again.”

      What?

      “They’re leaving, Bent,” Riva said. “Stop them!”

      “How?” I asked, caught off guard by Possessed Riva being all weird again.

      “I don’t know!”

      “Then how does that help me?”

      Sadly, it was all for naught. Even as we were still bickering, the voiders disappeared. There was no fanfare, no flash of light, and no flames. They were simply gone, the only sound the soft pop of air filling in the spot they’d been a moment earlier.

      Confusion warred with grief as I stared at where they’d been. They’d killed Chief Johnson and possibly done irreparable harm to High Moon in the process. At the same time, I’d managed at least a little revenge by destroying one of them.

      But how?

      Sadly, I didn’t have much clue on that matter or why they’d even come to High Moon to begin with. And what had been up with them insisting they’d found a thin spot here?

      “Are you okay, Bent?”

      I held up a hand. “Give me a sec. Trying to work out a few things here and not making much headway.”

      Brigid...

      How did she factor into this? If anything, it had been obvious she was scared shitless of the voiders, while it was pretty clear the opposite wasn’t true. But something about her had caused them to suddenly lose interest in this place.

      Why?

      Was she just that much of a boorish bitch that even the thought of her made them want to go elsewhere?

      Or...

      Was it maybe the other way around? Maybe I was thinking about this wrong. What if Brigid wasn’t the reason they’d left? What if ... she was the reason they’d come here to begin with?

      My eyes opened wide as I remembered our unpleasant face-to-face. Right before she’d appeared I’d heard those whispers in my head, goading me to violence, not unlike every single time I’d stepped foot into the sacred glade, at least before its destruction.

      Then there’d been what she’d said in the moments before disappearing.

      “I see now that I was right to play my hand and force this issue. It is the only way you will learn.”

      At the time I’d thought she was simply throwing a snit because I hadn’t kissed her ass properly enough. But now I had to wonder if the voiders’ presence here hadn’t been an accident after all.

      “Force this issue...”

      Son of a... All at once it became clear. Brigid didn’t think I was working to solve this problem fast enough, so she’d played her hand.

      She’d used her powers to activate Riva – except it was so much worse than what my mother had guessed. Whatever Brigid had done, it had been powerful enough to draw the voiders here like flies to honey.

      In doing so, Brigid had cost High Moon its guardian and me the life of someone I’d considered a friend.

      That fucking bitch!
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      I don’t know how long I stood there lost in my thoughts while Riva looked on silently.

      Every light in the neighborhood was on. People were out on their lawns and in the street gawking, crying, gossiping, and everything in between – far more than High Moon’s modest police force, now short its most important member, could ever hope to contain.

      All of them, however, gave me a wide berth.

      Don’t get me wrong, they weren’t exactly quiet about it. My ears picked up on plenty. People seemed split between whether I was a freak or a hero, all except for two horny pervs who were busy discussing all the things they’d do with a fine ass like mine. I glanced that way, noting they were Chris’s friends. Gross!

      Just what I needed, members of his nerd herd wanking it to thoughts of me.

      There wasn’t enough body scrub in the world to clean that from my mind.

      “Tamara!”

      I looked up at the sound of my name to find Justin making his way over, glad to see he was okay. “Finally got out, I see.”

      “No thanks to you,” he replied, looking around and letting out a whistle. “Are you okay?”

      “I honestly don’t know. I just feel ... numb.”

      “Come over here.”

      “No. I’m...”

      “Oh, just let him fucking hug you, Bent,” Riva chided. “Lord knows you could use it. Hell, I could too.”

      I wasn’t in the mindset to fight, so rather than argue I stepped into Justin’s waiting arms – waving Riva over to join us as I buried my head in his shoulder – feeling the tingle that told me she was there holding onto us as well.

      A part of me really wanted to cry, but I just couldn’t. As upset as I was about what had happened, I was just too damned angry. Their comfort helped with the first part, but I had a feeling the only satisfaction I was going to get for the rest was sending the other voiders back to Hell – and maybe knocking a few teeth out of the fairy queen’s perfect smile.

      “What happened?” Justin asked after a few minutes. “I felt the ground shaking and saw the light show, but I was a bit occupied trying to wriggle out of my seat.”

      “Not going to let me forget about that are you?”

      “Probably not anytime soon.”

      I let out a laugh, knowing full well I’d do it again in a heartbeat because he was alive. Angry with me or not, that’s what mattered.

      Now to figure out how to clean up this mess with any semblance of...

      Cries and screams rang out from around us. I tensed up for a moment, but then my senses caught wind of what was happening – the whoosh of fire flaring up, the faint smell of brimstone and burnt grass.

      It’s about time.

      I pulled away from Justin in time to see Draíodóir appearing in pillars of flame, scattered everywhere amidst the crowd.

      “The calvary’s a little late aren’t they?” Riva asked.

      “I don’t think they’re here to save us.” I watched as the nearest one gestured. At the same time, the eyes of the people closest to him started glowing. Seconds later, their postures relaxed and dull-eyed stares replaced the panic that had been on their faces.

      “Let me guess,” Justin opined. “The cleanup crew?”

      “Yep. I wonder what bullshit they’re going to fill people’s heads with this time. Biker gangs are so last year.”

      “Don’t be so melodramatic, Tamara.”

      Figures.

      The scathing voice of my mother was given form as flames erupted from the ground next to us – bright but not hot. She appeared as they died down. However, it was more who she was with that stilled my pithy reply. “Mindy?”

      Mom threw me a not entirely unsympathetic look before turning to my cousin and placing a finger upon her forehead. A glowing mark in the shape of a butterfly appeared there for a second or two before vanishing again. “There. Now go help your brothers and sisters.”

      Mindy grinned. “Thanks, Aunt Lissa.” Then, at my mother’s look, she added, “I meant, thank you, Monarch Queen.”

      “Better. Now get going. There’s a lot of work to be done.”

      Mindy threw me a wink before making a spark of flame appear between her fingers. Then she turned and ran off before my mother could chide her further.

      “What did you...?”

      “I suspended her sentence,” she explained, holding up a hand before I could speak. “She’s on the equivalent of probation instead now, just in case anyone gets any funny ideas about the hollows again.”

      “But why?”

      “Why?” Mom replied. “Take a look around, Tamara. We obviously need all hands on deck if we’re to have any hope of blanking the entire town before word gets out.” She turned and surveyed the area, her eyes stopping on the spot where the Chief fell as if she already knew. “Oh, Goddess, this is so much worse than I could have ever imagined.”

      “The Chief...”

      “I know.” She turned to face Justin. “Would you mind giving us a moment? Don’t worry. I told the others to leave you alone.”

      “Um, sure, Mrs. Bentley.” He threw me a look, probably afraid I might deck her after listening to me rant for most of the afternoon, but I nodded to let him know that it was okay ... mostly.

      Once he stepped away, Mom raised a magical privacy bubble around us, probably just to be safe.

      “What about Riva?” I asked, hooking a thumb at where she stood next to me.

      “Riva’s family,” she replied, glancing that way. “And as family I expect that what we say here remains between us.”

      “My lips are sealed, Mrs. Bentley,” Riva said. “Tell her...”

      I waved her off. “I got this. Riva’s cool.”

      Mom nodded. “As I suspected she would be. Now, how about telling me what happened here.”
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      I recounted the events of the last few hours, leaving out my business with Earl as it didn’t seem particularly relevant to what had just happened.

      I’m not ashamed to say things started off pretty snippy on my part, but as I got the story out I found my anger at her slowly draining away. If there was a silver lining to be had in this disaster, it was that, in the end, my cousin had gotten off with a slap on the wrist.

      Whether that was my mom’s way of making amends with me or her looking for a convenient excuse to pardon my cousin, I didn’t ask. It was probably best to let that sleeping dog lie.

      When I was done relating my tale, I turned Riva’s way. “Did I miss anything?”

      She grinned. “You mean like how you were totally going to boink Justin?”

      Biting my tongue, I faced my mother again. “Looks like that’s everything.”

      She looked anything but happy, no real surprise, but as her silence played out I realized it was far worse than that. Her face was practically ashen.

      “Mom? You okay?”

      She shook her head, her eyes lighting up from within as if on fire. “No, Tamara, I am most certainly not okay.”

      “I know the Chief was important to you. He was to me, too.”

      “It’s not just us. He gave his life, his very existence, for this whole town.”

      “He said something about being a spirit of the land.”

      Mom nodded. “The site of High Moon was specifically chosen by its founders. Call it coincidence or fate but, as our history tells, the Draíodóir elders at the time realized this place was unique. Not only was there a thin spot nearby, but the adjoining lands had been claimed by an Earth spirit of incredible potency.”

      “So they cut a deal with him?”

      “Not at first, no. Both sides apparently tried to woo him to their cause, to ... somewhat disastrous results.”

      “How disastrous?”

      “The stories are a little vague on that part, but I do know eventually both sides realized the folly of trying to tame this spirit. That’s when they cut a deal as you put it. And so High Moon was born, founded as a buffer between our two tribes. The rest is history ... until today.”

      “What’s going to happen to High Moon with him gone?”

      She shook her head. “I honestly don’t know, but already I can feel things are different. The ground beneath us, it’s been spoiled by what was done here. It might be years or decades before it becomes noticeable, but whatever’s happening beneath our feet right now will eventually spread.”

      Guess it was a good thing that I’d been planning to relocate after college.

      “But that’s not the only reason I’m upset,” Mom continued, looking me in the eye. “You’re absolutely certain it was Brigid who you saw? Not an illusion or a...?”

      “It was her. She even told me what she was doing. I just wasn’t smart enough to understand what she meant at the time.”

      She nodded. “I felt her presence, you know ... or something akin to it. All at once, my magic surged in me, stronger than ever, but I didn’t know what to make of it.”

      “I’m gonna go out on a limb and guess she doesn’t visit often.”

      “That’s putting it mildly. There’s no record of her punching through the veil to our world anytime in the last three centuries. So, to do so now...”

      “She said it was to teach me a lesson.”

      “By killing High Moon.” Mom gritted her teeth, as if warring with what she wanted to say. “She must have known those creatures would sense her, that they’d...”

      “It wasn’t her,” I said. “They couldn’t have cared less if she was here or not. Trust me on this.”

      “But...”

      “It was Riva. You were right earlier, about her being some kind of portal, but it’s a lot worse than you guessed. She’s not just a portal to the Garden. She’s ... she’s a thin spot, a full-on doorway.”

      “But...”

      “I’m sure about this. Those whispers we talked about ... they were clear as day when it happened, more so. That’s why the voiders came here. They had to have sensed it.”

      “She really is a cunt,” Riva said.

      “That’s putting it mildly,” I replied before turning my focus back toward Mom. “She pretty much admitted it. She said she bound Riva’s soul to something ... a singularity. That’s like a black hole isn’t it?”

      “Not exactly, at least in this instance,” Mom said, looking angrier by the moment. “It’s a fusion of the stolen life force of other beings, hundreds maybe thousands.”

      “Thousands?”

      “It’s probably best you don’t ask more about it.” She looked away, tears in her eyes, but they weren’t ones of sorrow. “Goddamn it! Goddamn that bitch!”

      Whoa. I couldn’t disagree, but to hear my mother say it...

      “I devoted my life to her, ever since I was old enough to understand. And this is what she does? All that power and what did she use it for? Was it to help us in any way? No. She lured those creatures here for no other reason than to goad you to action, and in doing so caused irreparable harm.”

      The bitterness in my mother’s voice said it all. Brigid’s lesson had been pointless and petty, not unlike when she’d had her guards cripple my father. She used cruelty as a weapon, and didn’t even have the guts to be present when danger arrived, unlike... Hold on.

      “She said something else, Mom.”

      “What?”

      “When I asked her how the other hybrid, the one thousands of years ago, defeated the voiders, she didn’t know. She said only one god was present to witness it, but she refused to name them.”

      “Valdemar maybe?”

      I shook my head. “That was my first guess, too, but they seemed pretty chummy when I saw them together in the Garden.”

      “Tell me exactly what she said.”

      I thought back to that moment, realizing I’d been too annoyed at the time to remember her exact words, but I think I got the gist of it. “It was something about refusing to speak the name of such a reprehensible creature.”

      “I see,” Mom replied, tapping her chin.

      “What are you thinking?”

      “Nothing concrete, not yet anyway. There’s too much to do here to worry about it right now.” She waved her hand and the magic around us evaporated. “It might not even be important if we can figure out how you stopped that ... voider. You’re certain you...”

      “Killed it? Yeah, dead as a doornail.”

      “Good. That gives us something else to focus on. For now, though, I need to help my people. High Moon isn’t as small as you might think.”

      “Do you really have to blank everyone?”

      She nodded. “It’s safer that way, even if it is a temporary measure.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Those things, what they did here today, it tells me they don’t care about subtlety, maintaining a low profile, any of that. It’s only a matter of time before they attack someplace that isn’t either remote or well-guarded. And when that happens...” She trailed off as Justin rejoined us.

      “That’ll be it,” he said, finishing her thought. “Everyone will know.”

      Mom nodded at him. “Humanity will learn the biggest secret in all its history – that monsters are very real and some of us live right next door.”
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      “Can I get you fine folks a refill?”

      Mindy and Cass both held out their mugs, as did I.

      Justin, however, shook his head. “Any more and I’ll float away.”

      “If so, hopefully one of these lovely ladies’ll be good enough to throw you a life jacket.”

      We all politely laughed until the waitress, a tired-looking middle-aged woman, wandered away.

      So much for an evening of rough, sweaty, casual sex. Alas, the mood was so ruined I couldn’t imagine touching anyone with anything save my fists.

      Rather than head home and stew, though, I figured me and my friends could try to refocus that violent energy into a powwow session.

      With High Moon full of Draíodóir blanking everyone in sight and the other two towns having proven less than accommodating, I remembered an all-night truck stop to the north, just off route 154. I’d pulled my cousin aside and told her to meet us there the second she got a break, then texted Cass, asking her to do the same.

      Justin and I had been finishing off a slice of surprisingly good apple pie, while Riva looked on enviously, when my cousin and friend had both arrived, talking amiably as they walked in the door.

      If only more Draíodóir and lycanthropes could be like them. Heck, I’d even settle for more like Earl and my Aunt Fiona.

      More desserts and beverages were ordered as I introduced Cass to Justin, then I brought them all up to speed on what was going on, this time not holding back on any of the details.

      “So Brad screwed you both over,” Cass remarked when I was finished. “What a surprise.”

      “He’ll get his eventually, but right now he’s the least of our problems.”

      “For you anyway.” Cass turned toward Mindy. “How did Bent do out there?”

      “She’s actually not bad,” Mindy said, “for a beginner.”

      “I guess you really are half-witch and half-werewolf.”

      I let out a chuckle. “Yep. And best yet, I don’t have to worry about warts on my nose or hairy legs.”

      My cousin rolled her eyes. “No warts on this nose. You’re thinking about Auntie Gretchen.”

      I nodded. “Why has she never magicked that thing off?”

      “We’re kind of getting off track here,” Riva said before anyone could say anything further, staring unhappily at the spread of sugar and caffeine laid out before us.

      “Sorry,” I told her. “Riva says we’re heading off on a tangent and she’s right. Magic in the hollows, Brad Morgan, and all the rest, none of that is going to matter. The voiders hit High Moon hard today. They carved out its very heart and they’re not going to stop there. They’re going to keep taking down thin spots, which in turn will weaken every single witch, wolf, vampire, gill man, or whatnot until such time as they’re powerless. After that it’s all over. Earth will be cut off from the multiverse.”

      “What exactly happens then?” Justin asked.

      “Good question. It’s quite possible that nothing happens ... at least right away. I mean, I don’t think the planet is going to explode or anything. Long term will probably be a different story, though. Either way, this is getting way beyond me. I’m not exactly majoring in quantum mechanics.”

      “That would be hilarious to watch,” he said.

      “Keep making comments like that and there’s gonna be a lot of lonely study sessions in your future, mister.”

      “Really? Way to go, cuz,” Mindy replied, throwing me a sly smile.

      Cass raised an eyebrow. “Wait a second. I thought you said you two were just friends.”

      I shrugged. “Um, we’re sorta debating...”

      “Upgrading to benefits?” my cousin replied, sipping her coffee.

      “Something like that.”

      “Then what about...?” Cass trailed off, holding up a hand. “You know what. Forget I said anything. None of my business.”

      “About what?” Justin asked.

      “The clueless ones are just the best, aren’t they?” Riva remarked.

      “Anyway, back to the topic at hand,” I replied, throwing her a quick look, “Bad things are going to happen if we don’t stop these things and soon.”

      “It won’t be just us, either,” Cass added. “If what Bent told me is true, the gods will suffer every bit as much as us if we’re cut off from one another.”

      I took another sip of my coffee, sweet with lots of cream, just as I liked it. “I’m a bit less worried about that. Won’t lie, if I could figure out a way for you all to keep your powers while slamming the door on those shitheads, I’d do it in a second.”

      Mindy stared into her cup. “I still can’t believe Queen Brigid did that. Doesn’t she understand how many people she may have endangered?”

      “I’m sure she does,” Cass replied. “She just doesn’t care.”

      I glanced Riva’s way, kinda hoping Brigid was picking this moment to eavesdrop. If anyone needed a good dose of humility, it was her.

      “And before you say anything,” Cass continued, “Valdemar’s probably no better. If Brigid can punch through to our world, that means the Lord of the Hunt can, too. So why hasn’t he? Especially now, with his people hurting.”

      I shook my head. “Safe to say we probably shouldn’t hold our breath on any gods bailing us out. They’re like overpowered bullies. Content to kick us around, but the first to run and hide when shit gets real.”

      Cass let out a resigned sigh. “Fine. So we take them out of the equation. Where does that leave us?”

      “Up shit creek,” I replied. What can I say? Pep talks weren’t my thing. “Okay, maybe that’s not helping, but therein lies the problem. We need to stop the voiders but don’t know how. We don’t even know how to find the assholes.” I turned Riva’s way, hoping maybe she had something, but she merely shook her head.

      “Sorry, same answer as before. I can sense where those thin spots are, but I can only feel the voiders if they’re close, maybe a couple of miles at most.”

      “Riva says it’s a needle in a haystack, them being the needle, the whole planet being...”

      Mindy waved me off. “We get it.”

      Silence settled among us for several long minutes. So much for gathering everyone and figuring this out. I’d hoped we’d be able to Scooby Doo this problem and come up with a plan, but instead all we were doing was rehashing the issue.

      A part of me wondered if maybe another summit was called for, bringing the best and brightest of both sides to the table again to hash it out. Then I remembered the last one and how it had taken hours of bickering just to move through a few agenda items. I somehow doubted decision by committee was the way to solve this.

      “Why not bring them to us?” Justin asked, finally ending the uncomfortable silence.

      “You saw what happened earlier, right? Didn’t exactly work out well for us.”

      “Fine, but what if we could bring them to a place of our choosing, somewhere they’re contained and can’t do any harm?”

      “How?”

      “What about Riva? Is there any way to activate her again?” Mindy asked. “No offense if you’re listening.”

      “None taken,” my BFF replied.

      “But that brings us back to how,” Cass said. “I mean, how do we get Brigid to make an appearance again if she doesn’t want to? Unless we’re planning on really ticking her off.”

      “I’m all for that,” I said, an idea beginning to form. “But maybe we don’t need to.”

      “Oh?”

      I tapped my spoon against the inside of my cup, a sound I found soothing, as I tried to think. “Something my mom said, about her experiments to make Riva visible again. She said the more power she put into it, the more it seemed to react. The thing is, when she tried it at our house I think it sorta worked, for a few seconds anyway. I mean, I heard voices in my head and...”

      “You heard voices?” Justin remarked.

      “Not like that. It’s just ... whenever I was in the sacred glade, there’d be these whispers in my head.”

      “Really?” Cass replied. “You never told me.”

      “It wasn’t exactly something to share since they mostly seemed intent on goading me to extreme violence.”

      “Oh.”

      “Exactly. But forget about that. The important part is I think Mom may have succeeded. Not in helping Riva, but in doing whatever Brigid had, just from the other side. Even if it was just a crack, I’m pretty sure that means the door can swing both ways. If that’s the case...”

      “Then we don’t need Brigid,” Justin surmised.”

      “Wait,” Cass said. “How do we know they’ll show? I mean, do we know for a fact why they came to High Moon?”

      “Because Riva’s a...”

      “I understand that, but there are plenty of other thin spots across the globe. Why did they drop what they were doing and come here?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe Brigid was able to make her more powerful than the others. She talked about using a singularity. It’s a...”

      “Wait,” Riva interrupted, “I might have an idea on that. Remember when I sensed that one in the Caribbean? The one I said was there and then gone?”

      “Vaguely.”

      “Well, the reason it caught my attention was because it was different. It wasn’t there, then it was, then it was gone again. Maybe it’s the same for the voiders. I’m guessing they have the same mental map I do. If so, a new glade appearing out of nowhere probably isn’t a common occurrence. So when it does happen, it might be weird enough to check out. Like a signal fire appearing in the middle of a forest.”

      “Makes as much sense as anything else, I suppose.” I turned back toward the others. “Riva said they’ll probably show up out of sheer curiosity because thin spots don’t exactly fall from trees.”

      “Way to paraphrase, Bent.”

      “Whatever gets the point across.”

      Cass didn’t look convinced, but Mindy nodded her head. “That kind of makes sense. Our history teaches that Draíodóir covens often put down roots in places where they sensed the walls between reality were thinner than usual. And once they did, they stayed there. Even if the location itself wasn’t particularly great we stuck around because such places are rare. It’s not like a new one pops up every ten minutes.”

      “So when one opens up out of nowhere,” Cass said, tapping her jaw, “it’s like a volcano erupting. People tend to notice.”

      That seemed to hit the nail on the head, or at least it was good enough to go on. If so, luring the voiders somewhere of our choosing was possible, but where?

      I wasn’t sure I had an answer to that. But it had to be someplace with as few people as possible. The woods maybe? No. That would solve the people problem, but I’d fought enough nasties in the hollows to know what a pain in the ass it was. We needed somewhere that wouldn’t hamper us while we were trying to kick their asses.

      Okay, first things first. We still weren’t over the initial hurdle of how to do this.

      “It’s still not going to be easy,” I said. “Whatever my mother was testing with Riva, it took a lot out of her. It makes no sense to lure these things if we’re too exhausted afterward.”

      “And you shouldn’t be doing it anyway, Tam,” Mindy replied. “No offense, but you still need to work on your control.”

      She was probably right. “Point taken. We’re going to need more than just us to do this.”

      Justin nodded. “A lot more from the sound of it, unless you’re hoping I’ll be able to half-nelson these things back to hell.”

      “Fun as that might be to watch, no.”

      “We’ll need help from both sides,” Cass said. “The pack’s not going to be happy if you reach out to the Draíodóir while excluding them.”

      “Do you think we can get them to work together?”

      “We can if you make them.”

      I had some thoughts on that, but Justin jumped in. “Yeah. Have both sides there to keep these things busy, while you step in and finish them off.”

      “I still don’t know how I did that.”

      “Me neither, but you did.”

      Cass leaned forward. “He’s right. That’s more than any of us can claim. We just have to figure out how.”

      That was easier said than done, but they were right. We had the beginnings of a plan here. We could either slow down and agonize over the details, risking everyone growing weaker as the voiders rampaged unchecked, or we could forge ahead and figure it out along the way.

      It wasn’t a great plan by any means, at least not yet, but it was more than we’d previously had to go on. More importantly, it was a hell of a lot better than doing nothing.
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      All was dark and quiet when I finally got home.

      Not surprising. It was late and had been a hell of a day – topped off by Mom and her crew brain blanking the entire freaking town.

      Whatever they’d done had apparently worked, though. The empty streets of High Moon had been a far cry from the panic that followed the voider attack. Justin, Riva, and I even swung past Painted Lady Boulevard on the way to my house, finding part of it blocked off with a road closed sign, but not much else of note – as if the street had been shut down for something no more interesting than a bit of repaving.

      It made me curious what pipedream the Draíodóir had planted in everyone’s mind. Had to be something relatively benign for it to be so quiet. I had to wonder if the town would even remember the chief and all he’d done for us come tomorrow.

      Hopefully so because I really wasn’t in the mood for another fight with my parents.

      I was wiped by the time we pulled in to my driveway, barely giving Justin a quick peck before heading in – the thought of romance the furthest thing from my mind by that point.

      Heck, Riva didn’t even give me any crap about it as I made my way to my room where I promptly collapsed. Though my brain insisted I try to make sense of all the work that needed to be done, it wasn’t long before I was out cold.
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      I was almost certain my dreams would be haunted by my failures. Hell, I half-expected to be visited by the spectral form of the Chief, clad in chains and berating me for being utterly useless.

      Alas, such things were thankfully the realm of cliched fiction.

      Instead, when next I opened my eyes it was morning and I could both smell and hear breakfast being made downstairs.

      I tossed on some sweats, tied my hair into a ponytail, and headed down – spying Riva in the living room watching TV and throwing her a wave before turning toward the smell of food.

      “I made sausage, Tam Tam,” my father called out. “Come get some before your brother finishes it off.”

      “She probably already had some,” Chris remarked as I stepped into the kitchen. “At least judging by how late she got in...”

      I smacked him upside the head as I sat down, my parents thankfully choosing not to chide me.

      Dad was taking care of breakfast while Mom sat at the counter, a cup of coffee in her hand and bags under her eyes. Guess yesterday’s blank-fest had taken a lot out of her.

      Noticing the time, I hooked a thumb at my shit-burger of a brother. “There a reason he’s still home, or have we finally realized the futility of trying to educate a human squid?”

      “Snow day,” he replied, digging into his scrambled eggs like they were the last single woman on Earth.

      I turned toward the window, noting it was overcast but nothing more.

      “I figured the town needed a break after yesterday,” Mom replied, sounding like five miles of bad road. “So I planted a suggestion in the superintendent’s head that there was a winter weather advisory in effect for today.”

      “Where were you when I was in high school?”

      “Mostly busy apologizing to your guidance counselor.”

      “Touché.” I sat next to her, figuring it was time to get down to business. “So how is everyone today?”

      “Tired. It’s a remarkable amount of work to blank an entire town.” She threw me a look. “Not helped by the fact that your cousin skipped out on us halfway through.”

      “Sorry. My fault. I needed her help with some stuff.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What kind of stuff?”

      “Relax, nothing hollows related. Cass was there, too.”

      “Did you tell her I said hi?” Chris asked, perking up.

      “No, because she is neither blind nor desperate.”

      Obviously sensing the conversation was taking a more serious turn, Mom turned her focus toward my brother. “Why don’t you go start a load of laundry?”

      “Now?”

      “Yes, now.”

      “You guys do realize I know all about this stuff, right? You can talk about it in front of me.”

      “Fine. Maybe we will, once the laundry is going. Oh, and throw away that shirt you’re wearing. It’s faded and disgusting.”

      “It’s comfortable.”

      “Unlike your underwear, which is crusted into cement.” I glanced his way, noting the roller coaster-entwined logo on the front of his shirt. “Ventureland? Huh. I remember that place.”

      “You should. We had some fun times there back when we were kids.”

      “You’re still a kid.”

      “And you’re still a skank. Your point?”

      “Christopher,” our father warned.

      “Sorry.”

      “Anyway,” Dad remarked, “didn’t they shut it down a few years back?”

      Chris nodded. “Talk about unfair. Just when I was finally tall enough to ride the Alpine Titan.”

      “Oh please,” I said. “You cried on the freaking Wild Squirrel.”

      “I did not.”

      “Yeah, you did. Like ... a ... bitch.”

      “Really, Tamara?” Mom replied. “Do you have to start? I swear, what is it with you two?”

      “I only do it because I love him ... which is the only love he’s ever going to get from a woman.”

      “At least you don’t have to ask whether Justin likes seafood,” Chris shot back, “since you probably already gave him a case of crabs.”

      “Enough,” Dad said, pointing toward the basement stairs. “Didn’t your mother ask you to do something? If you’re going to slack off, I can always call your homeroom teacher and see what work they were going to assign today.”

      “Okay, I’m going,” my brother groused, finally leaving the room.

      Dad waited for the sound of Chris heading down to the laundry room. It was hard to fake out someone with supernatural hearing. Then he turned to face me. “You invited Cass and your cousin? Don’t you think that’s a bit risky?”

      “No, because they actually get along.”

      Mom sighed. “Just because your father and I managed to put aside our differences, doesn’t mean you can assume...”

      “You do realize you two aren’t the only exceptions to the rule, right? Not everyone wants to kill everyone else just because they can do magic or grow fuzzy ears.”

      “I’m not saying they do...”

      “Like for instance, did either of you know that Auntie Fi used to get high with Earl?”

      That stopped both my parents in their tracks. “Wait, did you say Earl and...,”

      “Aunt Fiona,” I replied, interrupting my father. “Yep. While your dad and Grammy Nessa were busy trying to find new and interesting ways to murder each other, Earl was sneaking off to smoke doobs with Fiona.”

      “Don’t speak that way about your grandmother,” Mom said, although without much conviction.

      I waited for my Dad to comment, but he merely shrugged.

      “Anyway,” I continued, “I thought that was the whole point of the truce.”

      “I suppose...”

      “It is. Well, maybe not the part about the drugs, but...”

      “Tamara’s right,” Mom said, catching me by surprise.

      “I am?”

      “Yes. Surprising as it may sound. The truce is our reality now. And we’re all going to have to do our best to make sure it holds, especially now that the guardian ... Ralph is no longer here to keep both sides from each other’s throats.”

      Much as I wanted to laud Cass and Mindy’s friendship, she had a point there. Too many on either side would’ve been happy to dance on their rivals’ graves if given half a chance.

      Just one more reason to fucking hate Brigid. Not only had she killed the Chief, but in doing so she’d also removed the person most responsible for keeping the uneasy peace.

      With him gone, technically there was nothing to stop either side from going full on blitzkrieg on the other – except for maybe me and the two other people in the room.

      Which was exactly why I wanted to encourage Mindy and Cass. Hopefully their friendship would pave the way for more. But we weren’t ever going to reach that point if things didn’t change.

      Fortunately, and I was only using that word in the most ironic sense, we now had a common enemy.

      “Well, it’s good that we’re in agreement here,” I said, “because we decided last night that if we’re to have any hope of winning, then we need to take the war to the voiders and we’re going to need everyone’s help to do it.”
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      I took a moment to help myself to some breakfast while I let that bombshell sink in.

      “Who exactly is we?” my father asked.

      “For starters there’s me, the person who just so happens to be in charge of...”

      “That’s fine for the pack,” he pointed out. “But need I remind you, it takes two to tango?”

      Mom, however, surprised me by replying, “What’s your plan?”

      “Wait,” Dad said. “I thought you didn’t want to...”

      “Things have changed,” she said, looking down into her coffee cup. “This fight was brought to us – and by the hands of the one I least expected to.”

      “Brigid.”

      Mom looked me hard in the eye before nodding. “What’s been done here is a travesty, a betrayal. You’re right, Tamara. We can’t take a wait and see approach anymore, not after last night. I ... I’m sorry I let it get this far.”

      Hearing her apologize was ... a bit jarring, I won’t lie. But it spoke volumes to how bad things were.

      “I’m not sure anything we would have done would have changed it,” I said, putting a hand on her shoulder and hoping to meet her halfway.

      She leaned into it, giving us a brief moment when she wasn’t the Monarch Queen of the Draíodóir or anything else except my mother. But it was only a moment.

      “So again, what’s the plan? You said Riva knows where the thin spots are. I’m assuming this means you have a way of knowing where these creatures will strike next.”

      “Unfortunately, no, I don’t. She can’t sense them unless they’re close.”

      “Then I suppose the next step would be to ask if I can rally the coven to scry as many of these locations as possible.”

      “That’s dangerous information to have,” Dad reminded us. “You said so yourself, Lissa.”

      “Exactly,” I replied, “which is why we’re not doing that. You’re both right. It’s like showing off the treasure map while trusting the crew not to mutiny the first chance they get. Stopping the voiders will be a pyrrhic victory at best if we cause a supernatural world war in the process.”

      Both of them nodded while still looking at me expectantly. Guess it was time to drop the bombshell and listen to them parentsplain how batshit it was.

      “The portal that Brigid opened. I think it swings both ways.”

      My mother raised an eyebrow. “You’re talking about...?”

      “Your experiments with Riva? Exactly. But I want you to gather the whole crew. Do whatever you did, except this time have the Draíodóir pump as much magic as they can into her to see if they can force the portal wide open – minus the part where you almost blew up the house.”

      “What’s that about blowing up the house?” my father asked.

      “I had it all under control, dear,” Mom replied. “Mostly.”

      “Mostly?!”

      I opted to ignore him. “So what do you think? Can it be done?”

      Mom nodded. “Possibly. Although I highly doubt whether it can be done safely. And I won’t risk...”

      “Crescentwood or High Moon? Nor would I ask you to. We just need to find a spot that’s off the beaten...”

      I trailed off as a thought hit me. We’d wracked our collective brains the night before, trying to think of the perfect ambush spot. Sadly, exhaustion piled atop anger, sorrow, and fear wasn’t exactly a perfect recipe for a brainstorm.

      We’d left off considering a series of road trips to see if we could luck upon something that might work – an abandoned strip mine or a derelict construction site.

      However, I now realized the perfect solution had been staring me in the face just moments earlier – resting atop the torso of my wonderful skeeve of a brother. I could’ve almost hugged him for being a trashy male.

      “You were saying?” my mother prompted.

      “Hold on a sec.” I stuffed a piece of sausage into my mouth as I brought up my phone’s browser and started typing. Yes! “Ventureland!”

      “Excuse me?”

      “That’s where we’re going to set the ambush.”

      Dad cocked his head. “Wasn’t that place...?”

      “Shut down for repeated safety violations? Yep, and that makes it perfect. I’m looking at an article right now about how they haven’t been able to find a new buyer, so it’s just been sitting there slowly rusting away while the world forgets it ever existed.”

      “An abandoned amusement park?” Mom replied, sounding intrigued.

      I grinned. “We’ll need to scry the hell out of it to be certain, but it’s big, in the middle of nowhere, and I’m willing to bet it’s fenced in on all sides.”

      Mom tented her fingers beneath her chin for a few seconds until finally she said, “I’ll take a look. If it’s everything you say it is, then I’ll call a session of the Summer ... of the council and present the idea to them.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “If you want, I’d be happy to pop by and offer them my take on it.”

      She actually chuckled at that, her demeanor notably brighter than it had been mere moments earlier. “No offense, Tamara, but I think I have a much better chance of pushing this through without you there threatening to punch them in the face every thirty seconds.”

      Damn it. I sometimes hated that she knew me so well.

      “Hey,” Dad admonished with mock concern. “That’s my alpha you’re talking about there.”

      “Precisely, dear, which means you may have to follow her lead, but that doesn’t mean I do.”

      I turned to him and smiled, Mom having given me the perfect opening to move on to phase two of the plan. “Don’t worry. The pack is going to have a vital role to play in this, too.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah. In fact, if you don’t mind, could you spread the word that I’d like to meet with them tonight in the hollows? We have a lot to talk about.”
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      There was still so much to figure out, like how I’d fucking managed to kill one of the voiders, and whether I could do it again a half dozen more times.

      I couldn’t let that stop me from pressing forward, though. It just meant the pieces would have to fall into place as we went. The alternative was more waiting. That would bring with it doubt, indecision, and malaise – none of which helped our cause.

      Worse, the longer we waited, the weaker our allies would become. Not to mention, there was always the danger of Brigid butting her nose in again – especially since she’d made it clear she could spy on us at will.

      Who knew what that could mean? What if she decided to appear to me in the middle of main street or near Chris’s school? I’d thought what had happened the day before was a worst case scenario, but deep down I knew it wasn’t.

      The Chief had been the guardian of High Moon, both its land and its people. I couldn’t help the former, but I’d be damned if I let anyone else die because of my negligence. I could honor his memory by at least doing that much.

      No. Forging ahead with Operation Ventureland was currently our best bet, dumb name or not. There was no guarantee of either success or survival, but at least everyone there would be going in knowing the risks.

      That was going to be my focus for tonight, rallying the pack to our cause. For right now, though, I had another cause in mind as I pulled up in front of what was hopefully the right house – double checking the address before noting the familiar car in the driveway.

      Thankfully it was alone, telling me a certain uncle likely wasn’t home.

      It was time to stop playing games and let myself live a little.

      I shut off the engine, got out, and walked to the door, giving the bell an extra-long press. It wasn’t particularly early, but it was entirely possible he was still asleep.

      After all, he was only human.

      Less than a minute passed before I heard a cry of, “All right, I’m coming!” from inside. Then Justin was there, opening the door and looking fresher than I’d expected. “Jeez, Tamara, does the buzzer owe you money or something?”

      “You’re awake.”

      “Yeah. Been up for a while now. Just got out of the shower. Listen, I was thinking...”

      “That’s too bad.”

      “What’s too bad?” he replied.

      “That you already took a shower.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I haven’t had one yet, so that means I’m dragging your clean ass in there with me.”

      “Wait, you are?”

      I didn’t let him say anything else, stepping in and pressing my lips to his as I tore his shirt open.

      I’d been through absolute hell the day before and had a feeling there was worse yet to come. So I figured if anyone deserved a bit of dessert before the main course, it was me.
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      “Feeling better now?” Riva asked once I finally got back to the car.

      “You know it,” I replied, checking my hair in the rearview mirror. “I swear, the things that man can do with his tongue.”

      “No arguments there.”

      I turned and glared at her. “I thought I told you to wait in the car.”

      “I did ... mostly.”

      “Mostly?”

      “I may have stuck my head through the wall for a quick peek.”

      “Oh my God, you fucking peeping Tom!”

      “Don’t go slut-shaming me, girlfriend,” she replied with a smug grin. “You’re the one who pinned his ass to the floor and said you were going to ride him until he tapped out.”

      I chuckled, feeling a blush rise to my cheeks. “I think we both did.”

      “Spill! How many times?”

      “I’m not telling you that!”

      “Had to be at least once. No way were you faking. You’re not that good of an actress.”

      “Twice,” I mumbled.

      “Way to go, Justin!” Riva held up her hand for a high five.

      I didn’t keep her hanging, feeling the tingle as my hand passed through hers. “Would have been three, but I think I broke the poor guy.”

      “I didn’t hear him complaining.”

      “He’d better not.” I looked at the clock on the dashboard. “Oh, well. I should probably save at least a little energy for the hollows.”

      “Expecting trouble?”

      “Werewolves and trouble go hand in hand.”

      “If it goes badly maybe you can try that shower move on them.”

      “Gross!”

      “Just saying. At the very least they won’t be expecting that.”

      I let out a laugh, “No one expects the Spanish Inquisition.”

      “Is that what you’re calling that move? The one where you wrapped your leg around Justin’s...”

      “And I think it’s time for some radio.”

      “You’re no fun,” she groused, settling into the passenger side seat.

      “Untrue. I know at least one person who’d beg to differ.”
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      The banter between us continued as we headed southeast toward Morganberg. Riva asking for sordid details, before revealing she already knew them. So much for just a quick peek.

      I knew I should’ve left my butterfly pendant at home.

      Still, I can’t say I was overly bothered, not the way this afternoon had gone. Not to brag, but it felt like my dry spell was over and monsoon season had begun.

      Nevertheless, the conversation began to peter out the closer we got until at last we were on Crossed Pine Road, heading toward the turn-off that led into the hollows.

      The heaviness in the car wasn’t all that surprising. Riva had been with me that first night, when everything about my life had changed. At the time, I’d thought I was dying but if anything the opposite was true. I just hadn’t expected that new chapter of my life to be heralded by a werewolf attack.

      Sadly, it had left its mark on both of us. Despite all that had changed since then, we both still had a healthy fear of the hollows. I could be alpha for the next fifty years and I don’t think this place would ever completely lose the aura of menace I felt every single time I entered it.

      A part of me would forever be little red riding hood alone in the forest, knowing the big bad wolf was lurking just out of sight.

      Fortunately for me, werewolves weren’t mind readers. For all their preternatural senses, all they’d see tonight was what I wanted them to see.

      That was part of the reason I was driving in early. I didn’t want any surprises. I wanted a chance to scope out the area, make sure I was ready for anything. Because what I had to drop on them was likely going to cause a bit of ... discussion.

      I took the turn off Crossed Pine. Almost immediately the sedan’s headlights came on, the heavy vegetation – plenty of it evergreen – enough to dramatically cut down on the amount of light filtering down on us from above.

      “I will never learn to like this part,” Riva said.

      “Same.”

      “You sure you want me here?” she asked. “Werewolf business and all.”

      I nodded. “Yes, it is werewolf business, but it’s your business too. Every single part of this plan revolves around you. Anyone who doesn’t like that can deal with me.”

      “Thanks, Bent.”

      “Not that they’re going to even know you’re with me.”

      “True.”

      I glanced her way. “You do know you can still back out, right? And not just tonight. The whole...”

      “I know, but I’m not going to. This needs to end.” She paused for a moment before adding, “I do need you to promise me one thing, though.”

      “No, I am not calling for a werewolf orgy. Trust me, you’ll thank me for that.”

      She let out a laugh but there wasn’t a great deal of humor behind it. “We’ll see about that one, but not what I meant. I want you to promise that if it comes down to a choice between stopping the voiders and getting my body back, you’ll stop them.”

      “Not gonna happen. I’m going to make you whole again.”

      “Which I appreciate, but my body won’t mean a lot if the world ends up rotting apart from the inside.”

      “It’ll still mean a lot to me.”

      “Kinky.”

      “You know what I meant. I want you back at my side, for real. I miss getting a hug from my bestie when I need it.”

      “I miss being able to give you one.”

      I could feel myself misting up. However, now was not the time for such sentiment, not headed to where we were. So I decided to lighten the mood a bit. “Oh, I need a favor, too.”

      “Anything.”

      “Good. Then keep your eyes open.”

      “What for?”

      “Any werewolves that step out onto the path. Because if so, I’m gonna run them the fuck over.”
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      “It’s so ... quiet.”

      “It isn’t,” I replied. “Not really. We’re not alone.”

      “I’m going to assume you’re not talking about squirrels.”

      “Fraid not.”

      Despite my cautious tone, I wasn’t feeling the weight of the hollows nearly as bad as I usually did. I had a feeling that was because Riva was with me once again in these accursed woods. Together, well, we could do almost anything.

      Or so it felt.

      Nevertheless, just having someone else to talk to was enough.

      As I followed a combination of scent markers – gross! – as well as my own memory back to the semi-open field that served as the pack’s meeting spot, I realized whoever was already in these woods was likely waiting there.

      More importantly, I recognized the scents, causing me to walk a bit faster.

      One was Cass, no doubt in my mind. The other, however...

      “Don’t forget...”

      “No letting on that I’m there. I know the drill, Bent.” Riva let out a laugh as she walked alongside me. “You know, this is actually sort of exciting. My first werewolf jamboree, or at least the first one where there’s no chance of them eating me.”

      I spared her an eyeroll before forcing my attention forward. It was probably best that not even Cass know Riva was present. To that end, I had the pendant stuffed into the pocket of my jeans, well out of view for any curious eyeballs. As for anyone trying to sniff around down there, my pendant would be the least of their worries.

      I pushed that thought away as I reached the edge of the clearing, glad that the welcoming committee was a friendly one this time.

      “Hey!” Cass called out, standing next to another familiar face. “Look who I found just wandering the woods like a lost puppy.”

      “David!” I cried, racing toward him.

      It wasn’t exactly stoic alpha behavior on my part, but it was currently just us – not that I would’ve cared if we had an audience as I threw my arms around his neck and hugged him hard.

      “I was so worried about you. Are you...?”

      “I’m fine,” he replied, hugging me back. “I needed to get away for a bit. Gave me some time to think about things ... including us.”

      “Us?” I asked, pulling slightly back. Behind him, I could see Cass’s equally surprised face. She apparently hadn’t been expecting this either.

      “Yeah. I thought about you a lot while I was on the road...”

      “Holy shit,” Riva said from behind me. “This guy’s gotta have the worst timing in the world.”

      “And I can’t help but think we...”

      Over his shoulder I saw Cass’s nose wrinkle. Her eyes opened wide as saucers and then she mouthed, “Oh fuck.”

      What the?

      “Anyway, I really like you, Tamara,” David continued. “And I think you might...” He trailed off as his nostrils flared as well.

      “Think I might what?” I asked, confused.

      Instead of answering, David pulled away from me, anger replacing whatever had been on his face a moment earlier. “You and that human? Really?”

      His accusing tone caught me entirely by surprise, or at least it did until I put two and two together.

      Oh no!

      Werewolves and their goddamned noses had been the furthest thing from my mind during my time with Justin. It was only now that I was beginning to realize the mistake I’d made.

      “Oh fuck, Bent!” Riva cried, no doubt catching on as well. “I guess next time you should shower after doing it, not before.”

      It was all I could do to keep from turning and saying, “Ya think?!” Fortunately, I somehow managed to keep my focus ahead of me. Holy crap! I hadn’t even considered that I probably reeked of sex. “Listen, David...”

      He held up his hands, however, and backed away. “My apologies,” he said, his voice growing cold. “My tone was out of line.”

      “No, it wasn’t...”

      “It was,” he replied, doing his damnedest not to look me in the eye. “It was wrong of me to accuse you. You don’t need to explain yourself to me. It’s not like we’re a mated... It’s not like I’m anything to you.”

      “That’s not true!”

      “Anyway,” he said, his tone businesslike but unable to fully conceal the hurt, “what I really wanted to tell you was that I finally came to the realization that I wasn’t comfortable being your ... the pack’s beta. Being a former hopeful or not, I actually never wanted to hold rank. So what I’m saying is, I think I subconsciously threw that fight with Brad. No, that’s not true. I’m sure I did.”

      All at once I felt like an even bigger piece of shit. I’d been the one who’d promoted him to beta, not giving a moment’s thought as to whether he’d wanted the job. I’d been thinking with my crotch, not my head – both then and now. As a result, I’d hurt him far more than I’d ever intended.

      “So anyway,” he continued, awkwardness settling between us like an anchor. “I’m back and I’m fine. You don’t have to worry about me. There’ll probably be some ribbing from the guys, and I don’t doubt Brad will rub my face in it, but it’s nothing I can’t handle. So yeah, that’s it. I’ll ... see you at the meeting.”

      He turned and started walking away, his stride far too quick to be casual.

      “Goddamn, I’m sorry, Bent,” Cass whispered once he’d left the clearing. “I had no idea he was going to do that, or that you and Justin might’ve ... sealed the deal.”

      “It was kind of a spur of the moment thing.”

      “I bet.” She let out a whistle. “Damn, girl.”

      “Can we not?”

      “Sorry. It’s just that went a bit differently than I was expecting.”

      “You’re not the only one.” I turned toward where David had stormed off. “Hey, do you mind checking on him and making sure he’s okay? I would, but...”

      “No further explanation needed. I got this.”

      She threw a nod my way, then turned and quickly headed after my former beta.

      “And yet they call us the weaker sex,” Riva remarked from my side. “I swear, is there anything more fragile than a bruised male ego?”

      “Really not helping,” I replied, heading toward one of the picnic benches so I could sit down and be miserable. “How the hell did I suddenly find myself in a fucking Twilight love triangle?”

      “You should be on a sitcom with that kind of timing.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “On the flip side, it’s not like you’re hitched to either of them. You can do whatever you want. Heck, you can nail Justin while keeping David as your side-wolf...”

      “Seriously?”

      “Or vice versa. I’m just saying, you’re young and there’s no ring on your finger.”

      “I guess.”

      “Hey, did I ever tell you about that girl I was seeing at school last year?” she asked.

      “At the same time you were screwing that guy who lived on the floor above you? Yeah, only about a million times.”

      “He lived below me, thank you very much, and my point still stands. If guys can play the field, so can we. You have nothing to feel bad about.”

      “I know, but somehow I feel like I just stepped in a giant pile of dog shit all the same.”
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      I tried to put thoughts of my love life out of my mind as I waited for the others to arrive. Riva was right. I was allowed to do whatever I wanted. David didn’t own me. He had no right to make me feel like a cheating whore. If anything, the fault was on him. We’d flirted, true – quite heavily at times – but the reality was neither of us had ever made a move otherwise. If this was a missed opportunity, it was as much his fault as it was mine. Same way when I’d asked him to be my beta. If he hadn’t wanted the damned job, he should’ve just fucking said so.

      Goddamn, I hated how needlessly complicated this was. I swear, as creepy as the story of my parents’ first meeting was, at least it had been decisive. They’d fought, fucked, and then decided they liked it enough to make it work. It wasn’t exactly a fairy tale romance. Heck, it was downright weird, but at least it had been simple. None of this will they or won’t they bullshit.

      All they had to do was come up with some convoluted political marriage then convince Chief Johnson to let them settle in his magical demilitarized zone, all while telling everyone I was adopted and not actually their forbidden love child.

      Yep. Totally a no-brainer.

      All right, enough of that. The sun had long since set and my senses were telling me others were now headed this way – including from the direction I’d come.

      It was time to put my game face on.

      I walked back to the far end with Riva in tow. Technically, I could hold court from wherever the fuck I felt like, but I’d come to think of that part of the clearing as my spot.

      It was stupid, yes, but it helped put me in the mood to run this shit show.

      My father stepped from the woods just as I reached that side of the clearing, a look of moderate surprise on his face. “You’re early.”

      “Figured I’d take some time to prepare.”

      “Color me impressed. So, care to fill me in on what you have planned?”

      “You’re not going to like it.”

      “Call me crazy, Tam Tam, but I already assumed as much. Anyway, why don’t we...” He trailed off, his nostrils flaring.

      Goddamn it. “I know what you’re going to say, but don’t even think about starting with me right now.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “Good.”

      “But at least tell me you used protection.”

      “Dad!”

      “Sorry. You’re my little girl. And this is ... something I’d prefer not to notice.”

      I lowered my voice as more pack members converged on the clearing. “Just tell me one thing. Am I going to have to deal with this shit all night?”

      “Not usually. I won’t lie, though. Since it’s you...”

      He didn’t need to finish the rest. Though I’d won over some of the pack, I still had a feeling the vast majority were waiting for me to fail. I had to wonder how quick they’d be to turn on me should I ever end up losing my position.

      Probably pretty damned quick, I noted as I caught sight of Brad heading our way – the smug look on his face almost too punchable to resist.

      “My alpha,” he said condescendingly.

      “Beta Brad,” I replied back, causing his grin to falter ever so slightly.

      Ooh, someone didn’t like that.

      It was something to remember. I had a feeling Brad was a legend in his own mind – probably the type to angrily wank off while fantasizing about dominating women like me.

      I simply hadn’t realized it before. During our first meeting, he’d been riding high off David’s defeat. He’d soon followed it up by having Earl rat out my cousin, keeping me on the defensive. In both cases he’d held the psychological high ground.

      He didn’t have any such leverage right now, though – especially since I’d called this gathering last minute. The little incel was going to have to play second fiddle in front of everyone and he didn’t like it one bit.

      “You’re dismissed,” he told my father pointedly. “Go join the rest.”

      “Of course,” Dad replied pleasantly enough.

      “Oh, and Curtis, do make it a point to be at the back when it’s time to offer up praise to mighty Valdemar. It’s upsetting to the pups to have to watch you turn in the sad state you’re in.”

      What the?!

      I bit my tongue, realizing what he was doing – pushing what he thought to be my buttons to try and throw me off balance.

      That alone made me want to rip the little shit’s head off.

      If it bothered my father, though, he didn’t show it. “Will do.”

      He rejoined the crowd, obeying his marching orders without so much as a peep.

      “That’s better,” Brad said, turning to face me. “Few things are as embarrassing to warriors such as us than having to look at how far a sad cripple has fallen.”

      “Don’t take the bait, Bent,” Riva said from my other side, where she stood unseen. “That’s what he wants.”

      “I got this,” I hissed.

      “Hmm? What was that?” Brad asked, his nose now working overtime. “Wait. What’s that stench? Oh my, have you been with a human?”

      He of course said it more than loud enough to be heard.

      Fuck! I should’ve known he’d jump right on that.

      “Not that there’s anything wrong with it,” he added smugly. “I’ve overheard some say that a hybrid such as yourself was surely destined to die alone, but I for one am pleased to know you found someone willing to accept you.”

      He was a slut-shamer, too. What a surprise. We both knew the pack didn’t have any taboos against dating. Hell, some of those here tonight were married to regular people, quite happily, too – their spouses holding honorary membership in the pack, even if it was rare for them to show up to gatherings like these.

      “This loser wishes he could get a hottie like you,” Riva said. “The asshole probably has to pay to get a woman to touch his tiny pecker.”

      Her acting as counterpoint to Brad’s bullshit was helpful, even if I was the only one who could hear her.

      As for the rest, mumbles and whispers were starting to flow amongst the rank and file – all of it clear as day to my ears.

      “Little mutt bitch probably likes it in the ass.”

      “Craig wouldn’t have tolerated this crap from anyone.”

      “Twenty bucks says Brad takes over before we’re done here.”

      Fucking assholes.

      I forced myself to focus. Despite the darkness, I picked out my father in the crowd. He was standing next to Earl and the other elders, his face unreadable as he looked on.

      At least that bunch had the good graces to keep their mouths shut.

      A part of me was curious to see whether Earl would hold up his end of our little bargain, but that was for another time. I had a feeling the bombshell I was about to drop would be more than enough for this night.

      “Ester,” Brad called out. “Stop chattering with that trash and join us. It’s time to begin.”

      I followed his gaze and saw her standing next to David, who seemed to be making it a point to not look my way.

      That alone stung far more than Brad’s lame attempts at belittling me, but it wasn’t anything I could deal with right then.

      Cass left David’s side to join us up front, but of course Brad couldn’t leave it at that.

      “I suggest you not keep your betters waiting next time.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Save your excuses. The pack is waiting for his blessing. I suggest you lead us in prayer, properly of course.”

      Cass immediately began unbuttoning her shirt as Brad looked on, his eyes taking in her body in a way I really didn’t like.

      Apparently Riva was of the same mindset. “Goddamn, Bent. This guy is a prick.”

      It made me rethink my plan. I’d originally intended to wait for things to get properly going, but decided this was a good excuse to up my timetable.

      I reached over and grabbed Cass’s arm before she could remove her shirt. Nudity wasn’t any big deal among the pack, but if I could cockblock whatever thrill my beta was getting then I was happy to stir that pot. “Hold that thought. It won’t be necessary tonight.”

      That caused the murmuring to grow in intensity. I glanced toward where my father stood and could’ve sworn I saw his eyebrows raise, as if curious to see where I was going with this.

      “I understand you’re new to our ways,” Brad said, his voice so full of condescending attitude that I was surprised he didn’t drown in it, “but we usually start with...”

      “Did I stutter?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Was what I just said unclear?”

      “No, but...”

      “Then do me a favor by shutting up and listening.”

      Once again there came the murmurs and whispers, especially from where the hopefuls, Brad’s personal cheering section, stood.

      “That goes for you all,” I said, my voice calm but with an undeniable undercurrent of threat. “This isn’t some high school prep rally. I didn’t call you all out here to gossip.”

      Silence greeted me. Guess I finally had their attention.

      “Kick ass, Bent!”

      Well, mostly silence anyway, but I guess Riva didn’t count.

      “That’s better. I come to you tonight with a simple truth. Valdemar can no longer hear you.”

      I’d considered adding that even if he could he likely wouldn’t care, but I had a feeling that would be rubbing salt in the wound. My goal was to get their attention, not cause them to declare a holy war on me.

      “Excuse me?” Cass asked, before realizing her social faux pas. “Sorry. Please continue.”

      I nodded to let her know it was okay before addressing the rest. “You all know what we’ve lost. Our window to the blessing of Valdemar, something we guarded for centuries, was destroyed. What you might not be aware of is that High Moon recently suffered a similar loss. The guardian who once stood between Morganberg and our rivals in Crescentwood is no more.”

      Out of the corner of my eye I sensed movement. It was my father trying to push his way through to the front – probably hoping to have an aside with me for spilling the beans so to speak. However, I stopped him in his tracks with a single glare.

      Have a little faith in your baby girl, Dad.

      “I tell you this not as an opportunity,” I continued, “but so you know that the peace which stands between us and the Draíodóir now falls upon all our shoulders to maintain. It won’t be easy, but then Valdemar doesn’t convey his blessing upon those who take the easy path.”

      “But didn’t you just claim he no longer hears our prayers?” Brad asked, exactly as I expected him to. He thought he was undermining my position, making me look like an idiot, but in reality he was setting up my big reveal almost as if we’d rehearsed it.

      “That I did. The windows between our worlds, between us and him, are being steadily destroyed by the very same creatures which struck here and in High Moon. We are being cut off from the eyes and ears of our god, but we aren’t alone. The Draíodóir are suffering the same as us. That’s why we’re going to work together to stop this once and for all.”

      The whispering started up again, but I wasn’t done yet. If they thought that was a kick in the ass, they were going to love what came next.

      “And by all of us, I mean exactly that. It won’t just be the pack by their side. It’ll be every pack, herd, and flock we can convince to join us.”

      I spared a glance Dad’s way, watching his jaw drop open – as if he’d really expected me to just forget that story he’d shared.

      “I told you that right now Valdemar can’t hear us, and that’s true. So we’re going to shout louder than we ever have before to make sure he listens! I declare that not only is the pack going to war, but I’m putting out the call to summon the Great Hunt!”

      “The Great Hunt?” Brad gasped.

      Wide-eyed stares met my proclamation, as well as a silence so complete you could’ve heard a pin drop. So, of course it was only fair that I had one other tidbit to share with them.

      “And I assign the honor of bringing them all together to my esteemed beta.”
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      I figured the rest of the meeting would involve standing there practically daring anyone to say shit to me. If so, I wasn’t above kicking in a few teeth to drive home my point.

      Much to my surprise, though, that wasn’t the case.

      It was slow to build. At first, there was nothing but stunned silence, the kind you might expect from a child who’d just stepped into a room and found their parents boning like rabbits.

      Then, from out of nowhere, Earl shouted, “All glory to Valdemar and the hunt!”

      It was the spark needed to spread this wildfire.

      The hopefuls, those too young and full of themselves to know any better, were the first to join in – ripping out of their clothes as they lifted their heads to howl at the sky. Others soon followed. It wasn’t long before the hollows rang with howls, shouts, and cheers.

      Cass turned to me as the fervor spread, mouthing, “Holy shit!”

      I grinned back at her. In that moment I almost wished I had fangs to bare. Much as I was using the pack as a means to an end, I had to admit the whole warrior spirit thing was contagious. It was like getting a fiery pep talk right before a match.

      If anything, I was feeling reenergized, almost making me wish I’d brought Justin along for the ride. On the other hand, there was Riva’s advice from earlier. He wasn’t here, but a certain other someone was. Who was to say I couldn’t have my own reverse harem?

      “Goddamn, Bent! Look at them all!” Riva shouted, dragging me from that little fantasy.

      She was right. I couldn’t recall seeing the pack this fired up since joining. You’d have almost thought I’d offered them free beer for life.

      Not everyone was celebrating, though. I turned to find my beta practically green about the gills. “You okay, Brad?” I asked, letting the casual contempt flow from my voice.

      “Of-of course,” he sputtered. “I only wish you’d spoken to me about this earlier.”

      “I didn’t know I needed to. Oh wait, I don’t.”

      “It’s just that, you don’t understand. A Great Hunt is more legend than history at this point. One hasn’t been called in centuries.”

      “Then it’s high time we changed that status quo, don’t you think? Unless, that is, you’re telling me you can’t handle this...”

      “I can and will,” he snapped. “Don’t think for one second I’m going to let you make a fool out of me before the...”

      “Eyes of Valdemar? Good to hear. You’ve been looking for a chance to show off your superior leadership abilities. Well, this is it. I believe the phrase you’re looking for is it’s time to shit or get off the pot.”

      Brad’s face scrunched up as if he’d just smelled something vilely unpleasant. I had to admit, this was almost as much fun as beating him to a pulp.

      “Oh, you’re gonna have to hurry,” I added. “We hunt at the next full moon.”

      “What?! But that’s in less than a week.”

      “Then I’d get a move on if I were you. You’ve got phone calls to make and legs to hump.”
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      The meeting broke up shortly thereafter, the Great Hunt being the only news I had to share with them, or at least that I wanted to share. I could’ve headed out, but I’d been the first to arrive, so I figured it made sense to be the last to leave.

      That, and I wanted to discourage anyone from trying to stir the pot.

      Thankfully the chances of that were made that much slimmer by Brad being one of the first to hightail it out of the hollows. I was curious as to what he’d do to organize this, but ultimately that was his problem. I’d purposely dropped this in his lap in front of everyone. I had no idea what the odds of success were in forming this so-called Great Hunt. Hell, aside from my father’s story, I wasn’t even entirely sure how it worked.

      But that wasn’t my problem either. If Brad failed, all of this would be on his head. I tried not to consider the likelihood that we’d almost certainly die if that happened, rendering any finger pointing moot. Even if he succeeded, though, there was only so much glory to be had as he was merely doing what he’d been assigned. Ultimately, he was the administrative assistant charged with ordering lunch for a meeting of power brokers – all the blame if it sucked, but barely a pat on the head if all went as planned.

      Heh. A girl could get used to this reverse sexism thing.

      Far as I could tell, it was a near perfect volley to the points he’d scored by defeating David and fingering my cousin – figuratively anyway. That it could quite possibly help us save the world was almost icing on the cake.

      “That was a bold move.”

      I turned at the sound of David’s voice, surprised to see him approaching.

      “I have to admit, you totally turned that around,” he continued. “I haven’t seen the pack this fired up since...”

      “Craig invaded High Moon?”

      He shook his head. “I was going to say since I was a pup.”

      “Sorry. Still a bit of a sore spot.”

      “Way to go,” Riva remarked, knowing full well I couldn’t tell her to stuff it. “I’m surprised they don’t have a picture of you next to the definition of smooth.”

      “Listen, I didn’t mean to...”

      He held up his hand. “Don’t. I was the one out of line earlier. It took talking to Cass for me to realize it, but I was ... jealous. Anyway, I’m sorry for acting like a total loser.”

      “I wouldn’t say total loser,” I replied with a grin. “Maybe only half of one. Anyway, apology accepted.”

      “Still friends?”

      Of course, Riva was quick to jump in with, “Friends can come with all sorts of...”

      “You bet,” I replied, trying my damnedest to ignore her. Oh yeah, I was so leaving my pendant at home during the next gathering.

      He stepped in and gave me a hug. I’m sure it was meant to be friendly, but it was a solid reminder of how freaking rock hard his body was.

      Oh yeah, a long shower was in the cards for me when I got home, for more than one reason.

      He pulled back after a couple of seconds, just a bit too long to be entirely casual. “I ... should probably go. I’ve got early class tomorrow. That associate’s isn’t going to earn itself.”

      I tried to think of an excuse to get him to stay a bit longer, but held my tongue instead. I’d already put a strain on our relationship. I didn’t need to do the opposite and ruin it with Justin before it even had a chance to get started. With nothing but uncertainty on the horizon, it was best to let that sleeping dog lie ... for now anyway.

      David took his leave just in time for Cass, Earl, and my father to approach. By then, the vast majority of the pack had headed off for parts unknown, so it was probably safe for us to speak frankly.

      “That there sure was something,” Earl said, the first to speak. “Not at all what I was expecting. A Great Hunt. I swear, I never thought I’d see the day.”

      “Thanks for backing me up.”

      “You’re my alpha,” he stated, as if that were all the answer needed.

      “I’ll admit, I didn’t expect to see that much excitement from the rest.”

      “That’s because they’re young and stupid,” he replied. “If they had a lick of sense they’d have run home with their tails between their legs.”

      “Then why get them started? And don’t give me that you’re my alpha crap again.”

      “Well, you are. But, the honest truth is, you threw something at them that was pretty damned ballsy, no offense. I simply thought it my duty to back you up. That, and I was kinda curious to see how they’d react.”

      “Ballsy is one word for it,” my father said, looking less than pleased. “Stupid is another.”

      “Curtis...”

      “Don’t start, Earl. She may be the alpha but she’s also my daughter, and since the meeting’s over that’s who I’m addressing right now.”

      Earl held up his hands in surrender and backed up a step.

      “Permission to speak freely granted,” I said magnanimously.

      “Good, because I was going to anyway. What the hell were you thinking, Tamara?”

      “You’re the one who told me about the weremammoths.”

      Cass raised an eyebrow. “Weremammoths? Are those a thing?”

      Earl let out a chortle. “Please tell me she’s not talking about that fool story Caleb made up back during your pup days, Curtis.”

      “Hold on,” I replied. “Made up?”

      “Hells yeah. Old Caleb might’ve been a mean son of a bitch when it came to running things, but he loved spinning a good yarn, too. Heck, if things had gone a bit different for him he could’ve had a shot at being the next Steinbeck or maybe Stephen King.”

      Huh. It was the first time I’d heard anything about my grandfather that didn’t involve hating the Draíodóir. Up until now I’d assumed the mean son of a bitch part had been all there was to him. It was surprising to learn he had a gentler side, too.

      “So no weremammoths?” Cass asked, sounding as disappointed as I felt.

      “Course not,” Earl continued. “Caleb was full of shit up to his eyeballs. Don’t look at me like that, Curtis. Not like your daddy is gonna crawl up out of the ground and gimme grief for telling the truth. You didn’t know him like I did.”

      “Wait, so if that story was a lie, then is the Great Hunt...?”

      “Of course it’s a real thing, girl,” Earl replied to me. “Was a last resort for packs that found their back against a wall, facing foes too much for them to handle. Shifter packs tend to be solitary and untrusting but they’re still kin, and ain’t nobody mess with our own ‘cept us.”

      “Oh. Okay then,” I said, relieved that I hadn’t just based a good chunk of my overall strategy on complete bullshit.

      “It still doesn’t take away from the fact that what you did was completely reckless,” my dad countered.

      “I’m trying to save the world here. I think we can deal with a bit of reckless.”

      “You may want to think twice before sassing your dad,” Earl said. “He’s got a point. You’d do well to listen.”

      “Hold on. You just said...”

      “I know what I said.” He made a dismissive sound with his teeth. “You got spunk, girl, but that don’t mean you shouldn’t be careful. See, the thing with shifter folk is, we’re all predators. Don’t matter what we turn into – wolves, bear, deer, or God knows what else. The thing is, when you get that many predators in one area, well, you’d best hope you’ve got enough prey to keep them satisfied.”

      I considered the threat the voiders represented. “I’m pretty sure we’ve got that part covered.”

      “I hope so for all our sake, because once a hunt like this is called it ain’t so easy to call off.”
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      I’d like to say the following days passed like a whirlwind.

      Maybe they did for everyone else, but for me it was a slog.

      Mom rallied the Draíodóir over in Crescentwood, gathering all able bodied witches and wizards so as to practice and perfect the incantation that would hopefully empower Riva’s soul to open the temporary portal we needed. Of course, in order to do so properly they needed Riva there.

      Sadly, I wasn’t on the list of invitees. I tried to protest, being that I could help on the magic front, but was shot down pretty quickly. Unlike the pack, I didn’t hold any official rank or standing over on that side of things, so my complaints ultimately fell on deaf ears.

      There wasn’t much for me to do in Morganberg either, other than listen to the occasional progress report from Dad – whom Brad had recruited to assist him. I wasn’t sure if this was some ploy on his part, or simply acknowledging that he was an intolerable little shit, whereas my father was capable of talking to others without being instantly hated. However, since it gave me an inroad as to what my beta was up to, I decided it was probably best to remain hands-off for now.

      That left me to manage the triple threat of my online classes, babysitting my dork of a brother, and working on the most important part of the plan – trying to figure out how I’d killed that fucking voider.

      Believe me when I say, the first two were comparatively a cakewalk.

      At least I had Justin to help. Sadly, distraction sex was out of the question as Mom had conveniently mentioned that she’d put our house under constant scrying surveillance as a safeguard against the voiders, as if they might show up out of the blue just to hang out. Personally, I suspected it was more a case of Dad ratting me out after the meeting in the hollows. Gotta love parents.

      Regardless, I was happy to have him around to bounce ideas off of. Sadly, progress was slow going as none of it seemed to make any goddamned sense.

      We talked over my encounters with the voiders time and again, until they began to blur together.

      That first time against Possessed Riva when she booted me out of this world as easily as flicking a beetle off a screen door. Then there was the fight with the herd, where I’d basically gotten manhandled – surviving for no reason other than turning tail and running. Finally, they’d shown up here in High Moon –brushing off every single one of the chief’s attacks as if they were nothing. It was only at the very end that I’d managed to kill one.

      But how?

      Was it anger? Sure, I’d been an emotional basket case at seeing them murder the Chief, but it’s not like watching them kill Aysha or her mother had been a walk in the park. So what was different? Was High Moon a factor? I doubted it, since that first encounter with Possessed Riva had happened here.

      With those ideas not bearing fruit, we turned to other factors – my use of magic, the time of day, whether it was dark or light out, the weather, et cetera. Hell, I even charted how close each fight was to my last period, just to be safe.

      None of it added up.

      In the end, the only thing we could fathom was that maybe the chief had exhausted their reserves, leaving them vulnerable to attack.

      If so, then having the entirety of the Crescentwood coven as well as a shit ton of angry shifters contributing to the effort would almost certainly up our odds for victory.

      If I was wrong, though, then there was no way of knowing how many lives I’d be leading down a road of no return.
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      “I need you to listen to me, Justin, because what I’m about to say isn’t going to make you happy, but I don’t know any other way than to be blunt about it.”

      “You’re breaking up with me?”

      I threw him some side eye. “Wait. Are we a thing now?”

      “A thing?”

      “I mean, that wasn’t just some one night stand, was it?”

      “No! I mean, yes, we are a thing. Or at least I’d like us to be.”

      “Good, then I don’t have to shatter your spine for being a sexist pig. Also, no I’m not breaking up with you.”

      “Glad to hear it. So what’s the problem then?”

      “I’ll show you.” I turned toward the basement stairs. “Yo, Chris, get your stupid ass up here!”

      “Fuck you, Hamara,” he called back like the basement dweller he was.

      “Now! Or I swear to every god and goddess of the multiverse that I will come down there and beat you to death with your own Fleshlight.”

      “Your brother owns a...?”

      “Oh God, I hope not. Ugh, I can see the little skeeve never emptying it out either. You should see all the dirty cups and plates he’s got down there.” I thought about it for a second too long. “And now I’m totally grossed out.”

      “Do you need a minute?”

      Chris picked that moment to come stomping petulantly up the stairs, his hair in disarray as if he were at odds with the concept of showering. “I already told you, I’m not holding your hand at the VD clinic again.”

      I narrowed my eyes, visualizing how easy it would be to become an only child. Ah, such a sweet fantasy. “No, prickenstein. I just wanted to let you know that Justin will be watching you tonight.”

      “I am?” he asked.

      “Yes, you are.”

      “But tonight’s the ... you know.”

      “The fight at Ventureland?” Chris replied. “You guys do know I can hear everything through the heat vents, right?” He let out a sigh as he turned Justin’s way. “Speaking of which, you seem like an okay dude, so I’m gonna be blunt. Get your eyes checked because you can do way better.”

      “I’ll have you know, your sister’s a very attractive woman.”

      “Compared to what, a hippo?”

      Grrr! I stared daggers at my brother. “Do I need to crumble your PlayStation into a little ball? Because I’m happy to make the sacrifice.”

      “Jeez, chill already. I was just joking. You’re almost certainly better looking than some hippos.”

      “Okay, let’s back up here,” Justin said. “I thought you said you needed my help tonight.”

      “I do, with him.”

      “But I can...”

      “I know you can.” I stepped in and put my arms around his neck. “And I also know how brave you are. But trust me when I say this is different.”

      “You two aren’t going to bone, are you?” Chris asked. “Because if so, I want to gouge my eyes out first.”

      I let go of Justin to slap my brother on the arm.

      “Ow!”

      “Man up, it was just a love tap.”

      “You kick like a mule.”

      “Better than smelling like one.”

      “You two have an interesting relationship, you know that right?” Justin opined.

      “All right, all joking aside.” I turned and gave Chris a look. “I need to know the both of you are safe. I have no idea what’s gonna happen out there, but I do know I can’t give it my all if I’m worried about either of you. That means no sneaking out and trying to follow us. That shit is cute on TV, but in real life people die when they play the hero.”

      I stepped back to see if there would be any asshole remarks to that, but in the space of a few seconds my brother’s attitude changed – all the humor draining from his face. “You know, it’s funny. I keep going over it and you’re right. My friends would probably think what you’re doing is badass, the sort of thing we’d all cheer for if it was in a movie. But they haven’t seen what I have. You may think I’m just a kid, but I know it’s not going to be either fun or cool.”

      “I wish I could lie and tell you it was.”

      He nodded, for a moment looking older than his years. “I guess what I’m saying is you don’t have to worry about me doing anything stupid. The truth is ... I’m scared, Tamara.” He averted his eyes. “You probably think I’m a coward, don’t you?”

      I reached out for him, so of course he backed up a step. “Get your ass over here.” I grabbed his arm and pulled him in for a hug. “No. I don’t think you’re a coward. I think you actually have some sense in that thick skull of yours. The thing is, I’m scared, too. Don’t think for one second I’m not. But I also know I have to do this.” I pulled back and looked him in the eye. “You know what, though? I’m a little less scared knowing you’re safe here.”

      “Why does it have to be all three of you?” he asked, a question I’d dreaded.

      “I wish it didn’t. I even tried talking Dad out of it, but if Mom’s going to be there then so will he. And vice versa.”

      “Do you think they’re scared, too?”

      “I know they are, even if they won’t admit it. But being scared isn’t necessarily bad. It just means we’ll be more careful.”

      “And you’ve got each other’s backs?”

      “Always.”

      He nodded. “Bring them home, Tamara. I need you guys.”

      “I need us, too.”

      I could feel myself misting up. Fortunately, my brother was a typical teenager, never one to let emotions get in the way of conveniently changing the subject. “So, Justin,” he said, wiping his eyes, “you any good at Super Smash Bros?”

      “Good enough to kick your ass.”

      “You’re on. Loser buys pizza and by that I mean you should order now.”
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      We waited outside as Mom and Dad talked to Chris. Both had been busy as could be with their respective arrangements, but neither was willing to leave for Ventureland without seeing him first.

      Saying my goodbyes had been hard enough, so I decided to give them their time together – knowing I didn’t want to start this night off with my eyes all puffy from crying.

      So instead I passed the time by giving Justin a kiss to remember me by.

      “Are you sure, I can’t...?” he tried to ask once I let him come up for air.

      “Don’t.” I put a finger to his lips. “I need you to keep my brother safe.”

      “I will. You don’t have to worry about us. Focus on getting the job done. We’ll be okay.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Now tell him how you’re gonna rock his world once this is done,” Riva said.

      “And the moment’s over.”

      “Riva?” Justin asked with a grin, to which I nodded.

      I was wearing my pendant again, having been given it back for now – even if I knew I’d have to hand it over again once we reached our destination.

      “I swear, Bent, you’re killing me here.”

      I turned to face her. “So, how was your extended vacation over in the land of the wicked witches?”

      “Boring, creepy, and weird. About what you’d expect. But mostly boring. I swear, I just can’t with those people.”

      “Oh?”

      “I don’t know. It’s like all of Crescentwood is one big secret society, like a sorority but ten times worse.”

      “What else do you expect from a town of witches?”

      “I know, but it’s like a full time job with them. I can’t tell you how often your mom would purposely walk out of my range first before talking to someone. Don’t get me wrong, Bent, I understand them not wanting me to hear some things, especially since you-know-who could’ve been listening, but it still felt like being a political prisoner in the Kremlin.”

      I shook my head. I should’ve guessed mom wouldn’t exactly be a wonderful hostess. “I’m sorry. I should have insisted on coming along and...”

      “It’s okay. It needed to be done. We both know that.”

      I nodded before turning to Justin. “Sorry. We were just talking about...”

      “Witch stuff?” he replied. “Yeah, I kind of figured. No need to tell me. I don’t want to give your mom an excuse to knock me out again.”

      “Fair,” I said with a chuckle before focusing on Riva again. “So, are they ready?”

      “I think so. They sure as hell practiced enough times.” She grinned at me. “Unlike you two, though, they didn’t go all the way.”

      “Jerk.” That caused her to laugh. Truth of the matter was it made sense, though. The last thing I’m sure any of them wanted was the voiders paying a premature visit to Crescentwood.

      “Listen,” I said, growing serious. “Let’s just be clear about this before we head out. If whatever they do to you tonight starts to hurt or...”

      “You can stop right there. I’m not backing out.”

      “I’m just saying maybe we should have a safe word.”

      She shook her head. “No, because I wouldn’t use it, not even if whatever they’re doing is tearing me apart.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “It’s the truth, Bent. This needs to end.” She paused for a second before adding, “One way or the other. Don’t get me wrong, I want my life back. But I want everyone else to be safe even more. The world first, me second. Okay?”

      “You’ll never be second in my book.”

      She smiled, placing a spectral hand to my cheek. “Same here. But that’s also why I’m not going to say anything, even if it does hurt. You’d try to stop it.”

      “In a hot second.”

      “And I don’t want you to.”

      “But...”

      “Saving the world saves me, too. No matter what happens, just know that. Even if I don’t make it, I’ll be forever grateful knowing the rest of you did.”
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      “Guess that’s my cue to get my butt inside and order some pizza,” Justin said as the garage door opened, revealing my parents.

      “How’s this for a topping?” I leaned in for one last kiss, which hopefully wasn’t actually our last.

      “Mmmm, almost as good as pepperoni and garlic.”

      “Almost? Get your ass in there before I boot it across the front lawn.”

      He laughed as he opened the front door. “Stay safe and kick some butt.”

      “No promises on the first, but I can guarantee the second.”

      And then I turned away toward the garage, wanting our goodbye to be a happy one. I needed that tonight.

      “If you ask me, he’s a keeper,” Riva said.

      “So long as his mouth doesn’t get him into trouble,” I replied with a grin.

      “Then I suggest you keep his mouth busy.”

      Our banter petered out as we rounded the front porch to the garage, where my parents were both at work cataloging some supplies on my father’s workbench.

      The dim light inside helped to conceal the redness in both their eyes, but didn’t mask it entirely. Nevertheless, they both seemed to have their game faces on, so it was time for me to switch gears as well.

      I stepped in and took a look at one of the satchels, noting it was full of various items that seemed witch-related: charms, fetishes, a few potions, and even...

      “Holy shit! Are those wands?”

      “Language,” Mom replied, “And no. These are spirit slats. They have stored spell charges within them, so we can keep fighting for longer.”

      “So ... wands?”

      She rolled her eyes. “In essence.”

      “Cool. Can I have one?”

      “No, you most certainly cannot.”

      “Seriously? Are we still doing this crap?”

      “They’re sensitive devices, Tamara, whereas you are ... not. The last thing we need out there is you blowing off a hand.”

      “Don’t worry, Tam Tam,” Dad said. “We didn’t forget about you.”

      He turned and handed over a belt holster containing a Glock, a three-cell Maglite, and a few spare magazines.

      “You remember how to use that, right?”

      I nodded. One was hard pressed to grow up in rural Pennsylvania without the occasional visit to a firing range.

      “Good. Here. This, too.”

      I looked down at the item in his hands, noting it was something I hadn’t seen since my uncle had tried to raze High Moon to the ground. “A silver stake?”

      “Kitchen sink theory,” he said. “If what we hit them with first doesn’t work, then we try something else.”

      Made sense. Silver was one of the few things the movies got right, but it wasn’t just for werewolves. Supernatural creatures in general, myself included, were vulnerable to it.

      That didn’t mean the voiders necessarily were, but nothing ventured...

      As for the gun, fuck it. If all else failed, never discount a bullet to the face.

      Short of bringing a briefcase nuke with us, it probably covered all the bases we could conceivably hope to cover on short notice.

      Mom finished checking her pack then turned to face me. “The Draíodóir will help with the fight as we’re able to, but please understand we’ll be focused primarily on two things – keeping the portal open and protecting ourselves.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll keep the voiders busy.”

      She threw a glance my father’s way. “It’s not just the voiders.”

      “The Hunt,” I replied, turning Dad’s way, too. “You did pass on the message...?”

      “That we’re working together?” he replied. “Of course. It’s just that we’ll be dealing with other packs of therianthropes tonight, those whose loyalties will almost certainly lie elsewhere. That has potential to complicate things.”

      Mom nodded. “That’s not even counting that many who’ll be there tonight, whether local or not, don’t associate particularly well with my people.”

      Dad looked away. “Your mother isn’t wrong.”

      “Then I guess I’ll just have to remind them beforehand that we have a cease fire.”

      “Oh, Tamara,” my mother said, “you sweet summer child. Cease fires and treaties are all wonderful in theory, but such things can be easily forgotten once you’re standing on a blood-drenched battlefield.”
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      At least we didn’t have to worry about driving in.

      Though I wasn’t sure it was wise to expend the power ahead of what was almost certainly going to be an exhausting battle, I had a feeling it gave Mom something to focus on – especially since I caught her wiping her eyes a few times.

      Instead, she had Dad close the garage door so we wouldn’t be seen.

      “Stand close to me,” Mom said, “both of you.”

      I followed my father’s lead, moving next to her. However, my curiosity got the better of me. “Wait. How is this going to work? Aren’t you forgetting about last time, over in the Morganberg diner when...?”

      “Last time I was unprepared,” she interrupted. “I was tired from rescuing you and hadn’t taken into account your resistance to magic. Neither is true today. Trust me on this.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do. Now try to empty your thoughts. Too much mental clutter can make for a bumpy landing.”

      “How bumpy are we...?”

      Guess that was her version of jabbing the needle in on the count of two, as flames instantly engulfed my body. Back then at the diner, it had been a gentle transition from start to spell failure. This time, I opened my mouth to cry out but no sound emerged. Instead I could only watch as the garage distorted around us – the walls stretching like they were made of taffy before becoming undefined lines of color.

      For a moment, there was nothing save an infinite void of fire. Then the flames died down, replaced by darkness, leaving me standing somewhere else entirely with my parents and Riva.

      Or at least I assumed that to be the case because I was too busy doubled over hyperventilating. “J-Jesus Christ!”

      “I did warn it would be bumpy,” Mom said nonchalantly.

      “That wasn’t nice, Lissa,” Dad chided. “You should have given her some warning first.”

      “I find it’s best to rip the bandage off quickly, dear.”

      “Trippy,” Riva remarked. “You okay, Bent?”

      “I ... will be.” I forced myself to take a few deep breaths before glancing my father’s way. “Wait. Have you done that before?”

      “Of course,” he said. “Why pay for airline tickets when magic can make the trip so much quicker, not to mention cheaper?”

      Ask a stupid question...

      The vertigo finally passed, giving me a chance to look around. We were outside, not that there was much to see as it was both dark and overcast. So much for the full moon.

      We were standing on cracked asphalt in the middle of what appeared to be a large parking lot. From what I could tell, we were surrounded by trees on at least three sides. On the fourth, I could just make out the vague forms of manmade structures.

      “The main gate is over there,” Mom said, pointing in that direction.

      I nodded. “What about the others?”

      “Joining us shortly.”

      “Good. And the Hunt?”

      “Already here,” Dad said, sniffing the air. “They’re keeping their distance for now, most of them anyway. But they’re out there. No doubt about it.”

      I followed his lead, noting the strong, almost overpowering scent of decay in the air, but that was only on the surface. Past that, further down, was when things got truly interesting.

      Myriad odors fought for dominance at the very edge of my perception, most of it coming from beyond the tree line. Werewolves certainly, but a whole lot more as well. It was enough to make me shudder in a way that had nothing to do with the cold.

      “Well, this is spooky as fuck,” Riva remarked, likewise looking around.

      She wasn’t wrong. “Why is it so dark? I thought they had security...”

      My mother inclined her head. “Had being the operative word. I sent a few adepts ahead of us to take care of the guards.”

      “And by take care of we mean...?”

      “Give me some credit, Tamara. They were blanked, with orders to hand over their keys, turn off the cameras, and then head straight home. We’ve got the park all to ourselves tonight.”

      “That works.” I pulled the Maglite from my belt and turned it on, illuminating the pockmarked asphalt around us.

      “You won’t need that for long,” Mom said. “Once the festivities start, I guarantee there will be enough light to see us all the way from the Garden.”

      “Not sure if that’s comforting or the opposite.”

      “Guess we’ll find out, Tam Tam,” Dad replied. “What say we get this show on the road?”

      Fuck it. “Might as well. Oh, and no more Tam Tam if you’d please. I don’t need that getting out to the public.”

      “No promises.”

      “Be nice, Curtis,” Mom said not unkindly. “No embarrassing our daughter in front of the guests.”

      “Are you saying I should’ve left the naked baby pictures at home?”

      I spun, lifting my flashlight and shining it at his face.

      “I’m kidding, jeez! Now do you mind not blinding me?”

      I gave him one more quick glare before turning toward where the park lay – spying a Ferris wheel and roller coaster silhouetted against the grey sky, looking like the bones of long dead dinosaurs standing in silent judgement.

      The view was in stark contrast to the levity in my father’s voice, telling me that maybe we should enjoy the humor while we still could – because whatever happened from this point onward would almost certainly be no laughing matter.
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      I managed to stifle a scream as bolts of flame appeared all around us, revealing dozens of ghostly figures clad in white.

      It was only my mother’s calm demeanor which kept me from lashing out long enough to realize it was the other Draíodóir arriving – more than I’d ever seen in any one place.

      It was like half the town had come out for this which, knowing Crescentwood, was entirely possible. Either that or Mom had made some calls of her own to recruit some ringers for tonight.

      Not helping was the fact that all of them were wearing hooded robes, their faces hidden beneath ashen cowls covered in red sigils. These were different from the ceremonial robes I’d seen before, but that didn’t matter much. For all I knew, the Draíodóir had outfits color-coded for every occasion. These were probably the ones they reserved for ambushing extradimensional freaks intent on destroying all of creation.

      I can’t lie and say I felt comfortable surrounded by so many spell slingers, but the sharp intake of breath from my father clued me in to the fact that this had to be infinitely worse for him. For a moment, no more, I saw claws sprout from the ends of his fingers. To his credit, though, he quickly retracted them.

      “Easy, Curtis,” my mother said soothingly. “Far better targets await us both this night.”

      “Indeed,” one of the Draíodóir said as she and another stepped forward.

      I instantly recognized the throaty voice, putting me slightly at ease. “Auntie Fi,” I said before turning toward the other. “Aunt Gretchen.”

      Both of them tossed back their hoods, revealing the wizened faces of my two great aunts. Fiona, Gretchen, and their late sister Theresa had been staples at family gatherings in Crescentwood. They could often be found in the corner together, seated beneath a haze of smoke, gossiping about who was and wasn’t a no good son of a bitch.

      Though they could be crass, crude, and judgmental, they’d always treated me well and been quick to ply me with candy whenever I was over.

      “Tamara,” Gretchen said with a nod. “I have to say, your name’s come up quite a few times since that dreadful fiasco at Christmas.”

      “I can imagine.”

      “Don’t be so sure, child. Regardless, you’re blood. I just thought you should know that whatever might be said among our people, we haven’t forgotten that.”

      “I appreciate it.” It was the truth, too. Still, there was no point in getting all mushy now. I gestured toward the park entrance before glancing toward Fiona, unable to help myself. “Earl sends his regards.”

      “Really? About high time someone dropped that old mongrel off at the vet to be put down.” She let out a scoffing laugh before nodding my father’s way. “Curtis.”

      “A pleasure as always, Fiona,” he said tightly, making me think I should’ve kept my mouth shut.

      Fortunately, Mom was there to keep us from going off the rails. “Tamara, your pendant.”

      I unclipped it from my neck and then, giving Riva a quick look of reassurance, handed it over. “Take care of that. I want it back.”

      “With my very life,” she replied. “Is everyone ready?”

      “Of course,” Fiona said, glancing up. “Look at that sky. It’s a good night for some black magic.”

      Almost as if agreeing with her, there came a sound like that of thunder rumbling in the distance, although whether for good or ill only time would tell.
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      The gates were already open as we approached. One of the Draíodóir was standing there waiting for us.

      She lifted her head and I caught a glimpse of red hair in the second before I recognized Mindy’s face. Guess part of her probation was working as the advance squad. I should’ve figured. Mom had probably told her to scrub out the closest bathrooms, just in case anyone needed to take a piss mid-spell.

      “The preparations have been made, oh Queen of...” she trailed off for a moment before adding, “I meant, my queen.”

      I raised an eyebrow. Odd, but maybe it was her version of a subtle eff you to Mom – probably not undeserved for all the drama that she’d caused.

      If my mother took offense, she didn’t show it – merely nodding toward my cousin.

      Mindy then turned my way. “Alpha of Morganberg. Some of your people await within. Know they have been treated with honor and hospitality in this, our shared struggle.”

      I could almost hear the eyeroll in my cousin’s voice at the pomposity she was being forced to recite. Still, I refrained from commenting. The Draíodóir loved their ceremony and would probably take a dim view of anyone mocking the shit out of it.

      There was no point in starting off this evening on the wrong foot.

      As we were led further into the park, it quickly became clear where the action would be taking place. The Draíodóir adepts had set up shop in the main thoroughfare, right in front of Ventureland’s massive Ferris wheel – rising like a skeletal hand over a hundred feet above us.

      A wide spot had been cleared in front of it, where a series of concentric circles had been painted onto the asphalt walkway – along with various other symbols I could only guess at the meaning of. As we approached, torches blared to life topped with greenish colored fire – encircling the area where the incantation would no doubt be performed.

      At least it wasn’t dark anymore, allowing me to ditch the flashlight.

      The torches served to illuminate more than that, however, as I caught sight of two figures standing off to the side – one looking apprehensive, the other bored. I couldn’t blame the former, as I was pretty sure Cass wanted as much to do with my beta as I did.

      A rumble came from above, causing me to look up just as the clouds flared with lightning. Guess my ears hadn’t been playing tricks earlier after all.

      Thunder snow wasn’t unheard of, but it wasn’t exactly common either. I had to wonder whether it was a coincidence that it was happening tonight of all nights.
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      The bulk of the Draíodóir got to work in the area Mindy and the others had prepared, leaving my father and me to peel off toward our compatriots.

      “Hey, Cass,” I said, before throwing in, “Brad,” almost as an afterthought. “How’s everything going?”

      She nodded my way. “Fine. Mindy got here early, so there wasn’t much to worry about.”

      Judging by the side-eye she was giving, I got the impression she wasn’t talking about the other Draíodóir.

      “Mindy?” Brad replied. “Interesting that you can tell them apart. All those gald-skanks look alike to me.”

      Visions of dropping his ass from the top of the Ferris wheel played in my head as I turned to him. “Everything good on our end?”

      He grinned in a way I very much did not like. Talk about someone who deserved to be on a watchlist. It wouldn’t have surprised me to learn his favorite pastime was hanging out at bars and slipping pills into the drinks of random women. “More than good. Smell the air.”

      “Already did.”

      “I mean really smell it.”

      Tempting as it was to clobber him, I took a deep breath – noting the same things I had earlier. The woods around the park were practically overflowing with life. I was about to say as much, when I felt my lips curl into a snarl almost of their own accord.

      “You can sense it,” he said, sounding surprised. “I’m impressed.”

      He was right. There was an undercurrent in the air, something I couldn’t give words to. It was almost more like an electric charge than a scent. I wasn’t sure what it meant, but I knew how it made me feel. It was like the very atmosphere was alive with primal energy.

      “I had them wait at the periphery, well outside the park’s walls. Some seemed a little too overeager to begin this hunt, so I thought it wise to keep them at a distance. No point in risking unnecessary bloodshed, at least before we’re ready.”

      “You were smart to do so.” I blew out a breath, trying to get the scent of violence out of my nostrils. Then, hoping to not have to worry about him tonight, I added, “You did good, Brad. You should be proud.”

      He paused, as if caught off guard I’d actually praised him. However, his response was equally as surprising. “It wasn’t just me. I had help.”

      I hadn’t expected the little turd to acknowledge my father’s assistance. Maybe there was hope for him yet.

      “Speaking of which,” he continued, “Curtis, you know the Draíodóir better than any of us, correct?”

      It was hard to tell if that was a dig or not.

      “I suppose,” he said carefully. “Why?”

      “Just that you probably have a better sense of what to look for with regards to this ritual. Would you say that’s true?”

      Dad nodded. “I suppose it is.”

      “Good. Then I want you to go wait with the rest of the pack as well as our guests. You’ll be in charge of telling them when to unleash their inner beasts. Do be careful. I’d hate for you to act prematurely and accidentally set off a bloodbath.” Dad nodded, then turned and started walking away. “Oh, and Curtis, I think I saw a ladder somewhere along the way ... just in case you have trouble scaling the fence in your condition.”

      So much for me having hope that Brad was capable of anything save dying young.
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      “I’d appreciate it if you’d stop riding my dad so hard. He lost his legs fighting Brigid’s Queenshield. I doubt anyone else could’ve done better.”

      “Interesting. I’d heard he’d lost them while her prisoner.”

      “So?”

      “So, I’m just saying I’m surprised he chose to be captured rather than accept a warrior’s death.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Seems rather simple to me.”

      I turned away before the urge to pound him into pulp became too great. So much for thinking this Great Hunt assignment had maybe served to humble him a bit. Hell, the asshole probably moaned his own name during sex, a thought I really didn’t need in my head.

      Fortunately, as we stood there in the shadow of a long closed cotton candy stand – flurries starting to fall around us – Cass stepped to my other side. She took my hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze, allowing me to draw from her strength and find enough willpower to focus on the task at hand.

      Thankfully, it seemed I wouldn’t have to wait long.

      Just then the fairway came to life. Lights turned on, staticky carnival music began to play, and the Ferris wheel’s frame lit up like a beacon in the night.

      The park was once again open for business, ready to welcome guests unlike any it had ever seen before.
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      The Ferris wheel began to turn, each car stopping at the platform just long enough for a pair of Draíodóir to climb aboard.

      I had a feeling they weren’t doing it just to enjoy the view, especially since they were all wielding spirit slats – or whatever my mother had called those wand things.

      Only once the ride was full did it stop spinning, the lights along the frame continuing to pulse, competing with the occasional flash of lightning from above – the result being less a cheerful carnival and more a haunted fairground, cursed by the souls of the damned.

      The rest of the Draíodóir spread out at the periphery of the furthermost circle painted on the ground, while I spied Riva waiting patiently in the center of it all.

      She turned my way and threw me the ghost of a smile, unable to entirely mask the worry she no doubt felt. I raised my hand and gave her a wave, hopefully letting her know I was here for her no matter what.

      “How are we supposed to trust she’s actually there?” Brad asked.

      “Because she is, or are you saying my word isn’t enough?”

      “Of course not, my alpha. It’s just I’ve come to trust my senses, and they’re telling me I’m doing nothing but watch a bunch of silly witches cavort around an empty circle. If someone were to question it, I’m not sure I could blame them for thinking this might be some sort of trap.”

      “It is, just not for us.”

      “So I keep hearing.”

      “You weren’t there at New Years, Brad, but plenty of us saw what these things can do.”

      “Indeed, but so far as I remember all the casualties that day were from the Draíodóir. Are you sure we’re not here to fight their battles for them?”

      I remembered Aysha and how her head had simply tumbled from her shoulders. Alive one second, dead the next. “If you only believe one thing I tell you, believe this – you and the rest are going to have all the fight you can deal with tonight and more.”

      “If you say so.”

      “No. I say shut up and watch, because this show’s about to get started.”
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      I could feel the hairs on the back of my head stand up as the incantation began.

      That violence that hung in the air, the one Brad had clued me in to, seemed almost a physical thing as eldritch power started to pour into the spot where my friend stood.

      Mom had divided the coven into three factions. Those on the ground conducting the ritual, those in the Ferris wheel supporting their efforts, and a smaller third group, spread out around them – likely serving as security if their efforts bore fruit.

      Not if, when.

      On either side of me Brad and Cass began to disrobe, no doubt anticipating what was to come. Then they spread out, so the three of us could keep better watch for our guests of honor.

      I tried to stay focused, but found my eyes continually turning back toward Riva. She was now barely a silhouette inside a cascading torrent of power. Despite her protests to the contrary, I knew damned well I’d step in if she showed even the slightest hint of being in pain.

      I had a feeling she did, too, because so far she stood there nonchalantly, as if nothing of particular interest was going on.

      No matter what happened here this night, she was the true hero of this story. She...

      Holy fuck!

      All at once it became obvious why my mother had stationed the Draíodóir in the Ferris wheel – and it wasn’t for the view. The sky lit up and thunder boomed across the park, sounding like some primal beast awakened too early from its slumber. Then a bolt of lightning came crashing down from above, striking the metal frame of the ride. Rather than instantly electrocute everyone aboard, however, the power instead flowed to the center of the mighty circle, concentrated there for a moment, then lanced out toward where my friend stood – like it was the Death Star and she was ... um ... whatever planet it blew up in that one movie.

      I had no idea. That was the sort of stuff Dad and Chris enjoyed.

      My heart leapt into my throat, but then I watched, amazed, as the incredible bolt of power was seemingly absorbed into Riva’s form.

      “I ... I can see her!” Cass cried from somewhere off to my left.

      Alas, that wasn’t my only cue that it was working.

      Kill them all.

      Drown this place in blood.

      Voices exploded inside my mind, almost too loud to tune out, all of them egging me on toward lethal violence – making it ridiculously hard to focus.

      That said, with any luck I wouldn’t have to ignore them for long.

      The coven wasn’t finished yet, though. The plan was to give the voiders a target they couldn’t ignore and I saw now the Draíodóir intended to make good on that.

      Another bolt of lightning lanced down from the heavens just as the storm intensified, as if the falling snow was heeding their call as well.

      Once again, the Ferris wheel frame acted as a conduit for the heavenly jolt of power, feeding it to where my friend stood, now apparently visible to all.

      Hang in there, Riva. Just a little bit more.

      More was exactly what was on the menu as I saw the air around her begin to shimmer and distort. That was new. Thin as the walls of reality had been at the sacred glade, they were still very much opaque.

      Here not so much. Apparently this Window of Worlds was about to be thrown wide open.

      It was like reality itself was torn asunder in a thirty foot sphere around my best friend. Gone was the scarred asphalt beneath her feet and the snow that had been raining down around her. In its place, outlining her form, I caught sight of idyllic greenery full of flowers more vibrant than anything found on Earth.

      Is that ... the Garden?

      In the space of an instant it all changed. Now I saw what appeared to be an erupting volcano, save that the lava spewing forth from it was bright purple.

      That’s certainly different.

      Then, as I was still trying to take that in, once more the reality around Riva shifted, this time showing us a sea of viscous fluid, within which insects the size of cars swam by.

      “What the hell’s happening, Bent?” Cass cried out.

      “No idea!” I yelled back, although that was a lie. As the rip in space around Riva changed once more – this time depicting a young woman with hair made of pure flame fighting what appeared to be a giant plant monster – I began to realize what was happening.

      We were seeing other worlds, other realities – a glimpse of the multiverse itself.

      Talk about making me feel small.

      As much as what I was seeing threatened to unravel my very sanity, I understood why that had to be. This was it, this was the mother of all windows, a portal so undeniable that there was no way Possessed Riva or her creepy crew could hope to ignore...

      I felt the air shift, the breeze abruptly reversing direction. It lasted a moment or two, no more, but that was all the time it took for the game to completely change.

      One second I had a clear view of Riva and the strange portal that had been opened in the middle of this neglected amusement park.

      In the next, five forms had appeared in front of me, all of them facing the freshly birthed Window of Worlds. Call me crazy, but I wasn’t surprised to find one of them looked disturbingly like my best friend, had she been insane enough to wear a light summer dress in the middle of a snow squall.
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      Credit where credit was due. My father was more on the ball than me. I was just opening my mouth, preparing to shout a warning that the voiders were here when I heard it.

      A low pitched howl, like something out of a horror movie, rose in the distance – the sound echoing across the artificial canyon of the fairground, making it nigh impossible to tell where it had come from.

      I needn’t have worried about that, though. It was answered almost immediately by another howl – this one higher pitched.

      More cries rose to meet them – screeches, howls, hoots, and some I couldn’t even begin to identify – all of them filling me with the sense that we were utterly and undeniably surrounded.

      The Great Hunt was about to begin.
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      The Draíodóir apparently had no interest in letting their rivals draw first blood.

      As the ripple of flesh caught in my sensitive ears, telling me Cass and Brad were both putting on their game faces, the spellcasters at the periphery of the circle unleashed a blazing deluge of hurt at the voiders – including Possessed Riva.

      Shit!

      Less than three seconds in and these fuck nuggets were doing exactly what I’d specifically asked Mom to warn her people not to do.

      Multihued bolts of power slammed into the voiders, enough magical force to punch a hole through a mountain.

      The crack of asphalt shattering joined the cries already reverberating through the night sky as the voiders disappeared inside the eldritch deluge which rained down upon them.

      My resistance to magic was considered unprecedented by my parents. And yet, even a good twenty feet away, I felt my feet slipping as the sheer force of the onslaught began to push me back. Resistance or not, I had a feeling that was one ground zero even I might not have survived.

      When it finally cleared, I saw a crater three feet deep had been gouged out of the ground. Nothing could have survived such a ... except they clearly had.

      The voiders stood in the middle of it all, looking no worse than if the Draíodóir had lobbed a volley of stuffed animals at them.

      Possessed Riva was the only one I recognized in the bunch, the others were all new faces – having seemingly gone on another bodysnatching spree after their fight with the Chief.

      “Of course,” Possessed Riva said, turning my way – her voice cutting through the din as if she held a remote control for the volume of the very world around us. “Broken forms are an inconvenience, one that is easily dealt with.”

      “Could you maybe stop reading my mind? It’s super fucking annoying.”

      “Can you cease to breathe if you so choose? Can you command the blood within your veins to stop pumping?”

      “You could’ve just said no.”

      The others turned as one to face me doing their creepy-ass uni-voice, even as the Draíodóir launched another volley. “How have you done such a thing?”

      “You’re gonna have to define thing for me.”

      More battle magic struck them – red flames, purple bolts of energy, lances of electricity. Sadly, the Draíodóir may as well have been throwing water balloons for all the good it did.

      “This window is unlike the rest. How is such a thing possible?”

      “That’s for me to know and you to go fuck yourselves with.”

      Mind you, that was easier said than done when they could pluck the information straight from my mind. So, I tried to focus on some mental white noise for them to suck on instead.

      Possessed Riva inclined her head. “What is a greased up Harry Styles, and why is it wearing a ... banana hammock?”

      “Fuck you, that’s why.” I drew the Glock at my side, took a moment to line up my shot, then opened fire at Possessed Riva’s friends.

      The best strategy I’d been able to come up with had been to wear them down and then hopefully finish them off. So, it was time to start with the wearing and tearing.

      I tried desperately not to think of the fact that the bodies I was firing at belonged to people, people who could possibly still be saved. I needed to move past that if we were to have any hope of winning. In order for the world to survive, I had to accept there would be casualties.

      Hating myself would have to wait until tomorrow.

      The voiders might’ve been able to shrug off magic like it was nothing, but bullets seemed to at least catch their attention. I unloaded half the magazine between two of them – a burly tattooed guy with a white beard and a thin man in a suit who looked as if he’d come here straight from filing his taxes.

      Their bodies jerked as the shots hit home, the fresh wounds plainly visible, yet they continued to stand their ground.

      Bullets don’t do dick. Check.

      I hadn’t really expected the gun to do much, but it was worth trying anyway. After all, wasn’t that how the scientific method worked?

      An ear-splitting roar rent the air, taking over from the pop of my handgun as I holstered the weapon. I glanced over to see Cass in her monstrous uber-wolf form. Damn. I didn’t think I’d ever get used to that. Say what you will about Valdemar, but there was no denying his blessing was something to behold.

      So commanding was her presence that nearly everyone in the area stopped to turn her way – including several of the Draíodóir who instantly raised their hands as if preparing to...

      Crap! “She’s on our side, idiots!” I screamed, thankfully catching their attention.

      Oh yeah, it would be a near miracle to make it out of this without any friendly fire.

      Still, our focus needed to remain on the voiders. And with them momentarily distracted by Cass, it was the perfect time for my beta to nail them from their flank.

      “Brad, now! While they’re...” The words died on my lips as I turned and realized he was nowhere to be seen. I mean, yeah there was a lot going on – but werewolves tended to be pretty fucking hard to miss in a crowd. Yet I couldn’t see hide nor hair of him. Worse, his scent appeared to be moving away from the battle.

      Son of a...

      I’d square up with the cowardly asshole later. For now, we needed to keep these things busy while we waited for the main event ... and that meant leading by example.

      I drew the silver stake from my side and charged forward, trying to keep my mind focused squarely on Harry Styles having a pudding fight with Jason Momoa.

      Now to see if I could take one of our enemies out before they could throw this sex fantasy back in my... ARGH!

      Another of the voiders, a muscular African-American woman, saw me coming and made the barest of gestures with her hand.

      Once more I felt that horrifying sensation of coming unglued at the seams, as if my arms and legs were about to fall off...

      No!

      And then it was gone, leaving me mercifully intact.

      In turn, the athletic voider stared curiously at me, for about a second anyway before she gestured again.

      Oof!

      That feeling of a surgeon’s scalpel trying to saw me in half abruptly changed into an invisible baseball bat instead – one aimed at my midsection. I was knocked off my feet by a battering ram of air and sent flying backward – slamming into the side of the nearest concession stand and crashing through the wall.

      I landed hard, the wind partly knocked out of me, but otherwise I appeared to be unhurt.

      As I pushed my way to my feet, however, I saw everyone wasn’t as lucky.

      The voiders were apparently wise to the fact that they were being flanked.

      In the space of seconds, a half dozen of the Draíodóir aggressors dropped to the ground, their bodies literally falling to pieces – their white robes turning red as their mutilated bodies got the message that they’d just been dismembered.

      Mother of God.

      I was fairly sure none of my family were among them, all of them seemingly on portal detail. Nevertheless, I wasn’t certain I could’ve identified them regardless, so utterly brutal had been the attack.

      If that caused my gorge to rise, though, it was nothing compared to the outrage that came next.

      Cass barreled forward, side-stepping Possessed Riva and swinging one of her massive claws at the next voider in line.

      Go, Cass!

      Sadly, it wasn’t to be. Chief mystic of the pack she might’ve been, but immune to their power she was not. In the instant before she took Biker Santa’s head off, her arm simply detached at the elbow and fell to the ground.

      No!

      The rest of her followed through with the attack, the stump missing the voider by a mile while painting his face and body with a spray of her blood.

      She stumbled away clutching at her ruined arm – her mouth open and eyes wide, no doubt going into shock at what had just happened. She was still alive, thank goodness, her werewolf constitution formidable, but I had little hope that would remain the case if I didn’t do something fast.

      I was racing forward in the next instant, even knowing in my gut that I would be too late.

      The voider fixed his eyes on my friend and...

      “No,” Possessed Riva said, the calm tone of her voice reaching my ears.

      Biker Santa tilted his head at her. “No?”

      “I do not wish it.”

      I had no idea what the fuck they were talking about, but it gave me the extra second or two I needed.

      I charged past them, barreling into Cass and lifting her off her feet, feeling her blood spill onto me as I carried her away from those bastards.

      “This way, Tamara!”

      Mom?

      I followed the sound of her voice, veering toward where the spellcasters continued their ritual.

      There! I spied my mother standing in front of the Ferris wheel. With one hand she continued to channel the incantation, but with the other she was pointing. “Leave her in the outermost circle!”

      “The circle?”

      “There’s no time to explain. Just do it!”

      She was right. We didn’t have time to play twenty questions. I placed my friend down on the asphalt, hoping her healing could take care of the worst of it but knowing I couldn’t stick around to make sure.

      “It’s okay, Bent. I-I’ll keep an eye on her.”

      Riva?

      My friend’s voice was barely a whisper as I turned toward the portal, realizing that whatever was going on was continuing to intensify. She was barely a shadow silhouetted against the chaos around her – different worlds appearing every other second or two, all of them strange and frighteningly alien.

      “Are you...?”

      “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

      She didn’t sound fine, but there wasn’t much I could do about it – about any of it – except try to end this as quickly as possible.

      “You’ll be safe here,” I told Cass, placing a hand on her shoulder while hoping that wasn’t a lie.

      I turned, prepared to reengage with the enemy, when I caught sight of the mage nearest us. Mindy! She was working to reinforce the portal, same as the others. I knew I shouldn’t bother her, but screw that. My friend was in trouble. So I walked toward her until I was sure she’d noticed me.

      “Hey. You holding up okay?”

      She stopped chanting and nodded, the look on her face unreadable.

      “Good. Listen, I know you’re busy and can’t stop what you’re doing. Just ... please look after her for me, okay?”

      “You shouldn’t...”

      “Shouldn’t what?”

      Mindy glanced toward the Ferris wheel then back at me. “You need to go, now. I ... I’ll do what needs to be done. Just go!”

      Um, okay. I backed away, warring with not wanting to leave Cass behind versus knowing I was running the risk of ruining their spell – which would give the voiders every reason in the world to leave before we could bring the hurt.

      And I wanted them to hurt.

      As I stepped away to rejoin the battle, I heard my mother cry out, “Now!”

      I turned back, just as she and several others on the ground cried, “Sgiath creideimh!” With so many Draíodóir shouting at once in that weird trebled voice of theirs, it was more like an army sounding off.

      The result was no less impressive. A shimmering wall of pure energy appeared – encompassing the casters, the portal, and my friends alike. Only those Draíodóir still on the Ferris wheel were outside it, continuing to channel power inside.

      I couldn’t help but nod in approval.

      My mother, having no doubt seen what the voiders had done to the first wave of attackers, had opted for defense instead – raising a barrier to not only protect the portal but my friends as well.

      That was why she’d told me to put Cass where she had.

      Way to go, Mom!

      I owed her a big hug when this was finished.

      With any luck that would be sooner rather than later, I realized as my ears caught the sound of movement heading this way.

      It wasn’t much at first, barely audible against the ongoing crackle of power in the immediate area. Then, little by little, it not only grew louder but I could feel vibrations through the soles of my shoes – growing stronger by the second.

      Soon enough, it sounded like a stampede headed our way – because that’s exactly what it was.

      It was finally time to see if the Great Hunt was all it was cracked up to be.
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      It was like a living tidal wave of beasts coming from all directions, as if Noah’s ark had been filled with rabid, snarling monsters and he’d dropped the ramp to let them all out at once.

      The suited voider was the first to be hit as a massive brown bear raced out from around the tilt-a-whirl, sank its teeth into his shoulder, and carried him off.

      Rather than worry about him, I decided it was best to get out of the way before I was trampled, so I leapt atop a shuttered funnel cake stand where I could safely watch the mayhem unfold.

      It gave me a moment to let out an appreciative whistle at what I saw. It was a nightmare zoo come to life. Woodland beasts, both predator and prey, charged into the fray. I caught sight of bears, wolves, deer, and mountain lions. And that was just the normal looking ones.

      A creature that looked like a bipedal boarman charged into the voider who’d sent me flying, telling me my pack wasn’t alone in being home to shifters that were a fusion of man and beast.

      Yet another voider, this one wearing a FedEx uniform, was swarmed by a pair of waist-high tall rat men as well as a...

      Oh fuck me. Anything but that.

      A spider monstrosity a good four feet across sank a pair of three inch fangs into the voider’s back as it attempted to drag him away, its eight legs making a disturbing clack-clack noise against the wet ground.

      Holy fuck, werespiders were real.

      Never before had I so wished that brain bleach was a thing, because that was one bit of information I really didn’t need in my life.

      I was getting a firsthand lesson that the world of shifters was wider and far more terrifying than anything I could’ve imagined. Mind you, I drew the line at wereroaches. If I spotted any of those I was done. At that point, the voiders could have this world for all I cared.

      As I watched another wereboar casually gore a cougar that had gotten too close, I realized the Draíodóir force bubble was likely only partly to keep the voiders out. It was starting to become apparent that the horde of beasts we’d unleashed here was perhaps a bit less than discriminating in who they attacked.

      Fortunately, most of their wrath seemed reserved for their targets, as one by one the voiders were dragged off in different directions.

      Divide and conquer. Smart, assuming they were doing it on purpose.

      I didn’t know if the voiders were capable of feeling fear, but I could think of few things more horrifying than finding yourself as Mufasa during his final moments in The Lion King.

      “Fear is a human conceit,” a familiar voice said from behind me.

      What the?!

      I spun to find that Possessed Riva had climbed onto the same rooftop at some point, with me apparently none the wiser.

      “We do not feel such things, at least the same way. Emotions are a corporeal concept.” She paused to smile at me. “You are welcome by the way.”

      “For what?” I replied, feeling the building shudder beneath us. I had a feeling the flimsy stand wasn’t long for this world with all the shifters rampaging below.

      “The warrior god’s pet.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “The one you call ... Cass, despite her name being Ester. I sensed she was important to you.” She inclined her head, looking slightly confused. “Thus she should be important to me, too.”

      “What the fuck are you babbling about?”

      “Our camaraderie of course.”

      “We don’t have any fucking camaraderie,” I snarled. “You stole my friend’s body.”

      “Untrue. It was offered to me willingly as I believe you already know.”

      “We’re gonna have to agree to disagree on that one.”

      “The others do not care for this world,” she said, looking out over the sea of rampaging creatures. “They seek to destroy its tethers to the multiverse, so that they may never be sent back to the darkness between.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “No. I seek this as well. However, where they would see this world left as a barren husk, I find myself wishing for ... a compromise. I wish to remain here and I wish for you to as well.”

      Oh my God. Had this freaking weirdo somehow imprinted on me like a baby bird?

      She appeared to consider this, no doubt plucking the thought from my mind. “A baby bird? Yes, an agreeable analogy. Once, I knew only the void but now there is you and this world. In many ways it was like being birthed.”

      I was tempted to ask this thing what her major malfunction was, but the roof once again shuttered as the beasts below continued their onslaught. Whatever the result of this hunt might ultimately be, it seemed those involved were acting more out of instinct than actual strategy.

      “You think this hunt matters?” Possessed Riva asked, once again being creepy. “It does not. For what does it matter if your gods send all they have against us, if they themselves do nothing but cower?”

      She actually had a good point there.

      No! This alien nutcase was trying to psych me out, nothing more. “I don’t care. It doesn’t matter if I have every last monster in the world by my side or if I have to face you myself. That body you’re wearing is Riva’s and I’m going to get it back for her.”

      “No, child. I am Riva now. I wear her flesh. Her thoughts are my thoughts. Her spirit is gone and only I remain. So why not embrace me as ... your friend?”

      The fuck kind of psychotic logic was that? Hey, I killed your best buddy but I’m wearing her face now, so I guess that makes me them. It was...

      Hold on! Did this mean she still hadn’t realized that Riva was at the core of this plan, that it was her connection to Brigid and the Garden that made this portal even possible?

      Possessed Riva once more inclined her head. “The portal is connected to the Garden? Interesting. I would not have expected such boldness from the lesser sibling of that world.”

      I had no idea what she was babbling about, save that Riva’s ghost somehow remained a bizarre psychic blind spot in her senses. Regardless, if the voiders figured out that the Draíodóir were the ones powering my friend...

      Shit! Don’t think that! Naked Chris Evans, Naked Chris Evans... Fuck! Justin and David railing me from opposite ends!

      I could see by the look on Possessed Riva’s face that I was too late, though. Damn me and my runaway thoughts.

      “So the children of the Garden are behind this window?”

      Duh! To anyone else that was probably fucking obvious, but these voiders weren’t exactly adept at grasping social cues – at least not until my stupid brain had spelled it out for them. Fuck!

      “Hmm. Perhaps I will join those two in railing you from both ends when this is done,” she said turning toward the Draíodóir barrier. “Yes, I believe this body would enjoy that.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “For now, this window must be closed and those with the skill to create it silenced. Such a thing cannot be allowed to happen again.”

      Oh no!

      Not only had this freak realized the Draíodóir had created this portal to the multiverse, but now she was planning to kill every single last one of them.
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      The stand atop which we stood didn’t have long, largely because it seemed some of the horde below had finally noticed us up here. Took them long enough. Regardless, I was less worried about them than I was about stopping Possessed Riva from hurting anyone else.

      I stepped in front of her as the rooftop continued to shudder, blocking her way toward the Draíodóir.

      “Move,” she said.

      “No.”

      “This must be done. There is no other way.”

      “Eat shit and die.”

      As we faced off, one of the shifters leapt at her – a snarling half-man half-cougar that looked like it could’ve given any of the Morganberg pack a run for their money. Tempting as it was to let it maul her, I lashed out with my fist – knocking it back to the ground.

      “Back off, kitty. This one’s mine.” Then, almost as an afterthought, I added, “And I don’t mean in a friendship sort of way.”

      “And yet you protected me anyway,” Possessed Riva said. “I am ... touched.”

      Goddamn, this chick was off her rocker. Still, that didn’t change what needed to be done. “You’re hurting the Draíodóir over my dead body.”

      “No. You need not be dead, merely incapacitated.” She inclined her head before waving two fingers at me.

      Oh crap. I braced myself, expecting to be flung halfway across the park. For a moment, I felt pressure all around me, but then it simply disappeared – as if a giant hand had tried to grab hold of my body but I’d managed to wriggle out of its grasp.

      What the hell?

      From the look Possessed Riva was giving me, she was equally as confused.

      “You will move,” she repeated.

      “No chance.”

      Again she made with the hand movement, a bit more forceful this time – yet I remained rooted to the spot.

      Was she playing with me? Or was this finally it? Had the hunt taken enough out of her buddies to finally leave them all vulnerable?

      “I know not why you would think such a thing?” the little creep replied, reading my mind like a book she’d loaned from the library.

      “But I can assure you,” she continued, her voice now mixed with the voices of the others, “nothing is further from the truth.”

      From all around us there had been snarls, growls, and other guttural expressions as the Great Hunt rampaged all around us. In the next second, however, all that changed.

      Snarls were replaced with whimpers, growls with yips of pain – all of it quickly fading to numb silence.

      I turned my head, not sure what I’d find, only to realize it was far worse than I could have ever imagined.

      Beasts and beast men alike fell apart by the dozens, as if they were little more than fragile toys that some invisible child had grown tired of.

      Heads, limbs, tails, and torsos fell to the ground separately, twitching where they lay as if under the misconception that they were still alive.

      The ground turned red as the life blood of dozens of shifters poured out, mixing with the snow into a slurry of pure horror.
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      Thank goodness the carnage wasn’t absolute. As steam rose from the frozen ground, the warm blood reacting with the snow, I saw a good many of the hunt still standing – all of them now nearly ankle deep in gore.

      I wasn’t sure whether this pointed toward a limit of the voiders’ power or if they’d purposely left some alive.

      Either way, so far as I could tell anywhere from half to two-thirds of the hunt had been wiped out in a single blow. There were almost no words to describe it.

      I had no way of knowing whether anyone I knew were among the dead. There was no doubt that werewolves were among those killed, but it was impossible to tell how many were from my pack.

      Even had I memorized their scents, the air was simply too polluted to tell them all apart – the odor of blood and spilled offal nearly overpowering. The snow served to mute it a bit, but come morning this place would likely reek with the stench of death.

      Had these beasts been mere predators, so much spilled blood would have likely driven them into a frenzy. However, the sheer amount of death served instead to sober up the bloodlusted combatants.

      As they looked at their fallen comrades, it was easy for me to imagine terror warring for dominance with rage and confusion. Safe to say, I had a feeling that none of them, myself included, had imagined how this hunt – the first one called in centuries – would turn out.

      Movement caught my eye. I gasped as some bloody ghoul pulled itself to its feet from amidst a pile of corpses, an undead horror perhaps spawned by the unthinkable sacrifice made here. However, I quickly realized my mistake. It was one of the voiders. Bloodied and battered beyond recognition by claws and teeth, yet apparently ready for round two.

      Soon enough, I saw others of its kind likewise rise, scattered between broken down rides and long-abandoned structures – all of them still impossibly alive. Their bodies had been mutilated, but ultimately we’d done little more than inconvenience them.

      “I see you finally begin to understand,” Possessed Riva said.

      Understand? I wasn’t sure it was even possible to understand this.

      “Any who seek to stand in our way shall face a similar fate. There is nothing you can do other than accept the future we offer.”

      Nothing.

      Possessed Riva was speaking softly, talking to me as if I were a small child. Before I could even think of a response, though, someone else broke the silence.

      “She did this to you,” the voice echoed across the bloody midway. “Up there! The abomination.” Sadly, any thoughts I might’ve had as to whether they were rallying the others against Possessed Riva were dashed in the next second. “She called for this sacred hunt. Called for it despite knowing this would happen to your brethren!”

      The fuck?

      I turned looking for the source, realizing too late the cadence was way too familiar. Where are you, you son of a bitch?

      “Every drop of blood spilled here is on her head!”

      There! I spied Brad inside the station of the Hell’s Gate looping coaster, conveniently far away from any of the voiders. He was in his human form, naked as a jaybird and pointing my way. Goddamn it all.

      One by one the survivors of the massacre turned my way, and they didn’t look happy in the slightest.

      “Kill the outsiders!” Brad cried. “Avenge your fallen as is your due. But do not let that bastard bitch, scorned by Valdemar himself, leave here alive!”

      Bastard bitch? That didn’t even make any fucking sense. Of course, he probably didn’t need to waste any breath on eloquent words with this bunch.

      As snarls once more began to rise, some directed toward the voiders but just as many seemingly aimed my way, I looked past the sea of red and yellow eyes and met Brad’s gaze where he stood.

      I didn’t need enhanced vision to tell me the smug prick was grinning like a jackass.

      Son of a bitch! Of all the things I’d expected from him, I’d never guessed he’d be clever enough to pull off something like this. He’d needed my father’s help to bring all these shifters together, but when it came time for a double cross Brad was apparently fully capable of handling it solo.

      Hell, even if our pack told him to go pound sand – wishful thinking on my part – that still left a whole lot of mythical monsters to deal with, ones who had no reason to think of me as anything but the bottom of their personal food chain.

      It wasn’t like I could even reach the fucker, not without kicking far more ass than even I was capable of – not that I really wanted to as the members of the Hunt were supposed to be our allies.

      Supposed to being the operative phrase. And I’m pretty sure Brad knew all this, too. I could practically sense as much as he...

      He abruptly turned his gaze away from me. Figures. I assumed he would want to watch what came next. Instead, he was probably getting ready to abandon this place altogether and...

      Wait! That wasn’t why he’d turned. Something was approaching him from the far end of the station – something large and low to the ground, possessing jet black fur that helped it blend nearly seamlessly into the shadows. The only thing that gave it away: a pair of angry yellow eyes that seemed to almost glow in the dark.

      Dad!

      He launched himself at Brad, but not before my traitorous fuck of a beta managed to shift into his own wolf form – the transformation disturbingly quick.

      In the next instant they became a rolling snarling ball of black and brown fur. Unfortunately, it was impossible to tell who held the advantage from this distance. My father was what I’d come to call a mega-wolf – larger and more powerful than a normal werewolf. However, Brad had the advantage of not having been mutilated by Brigid.

      It quickly became apparent that theirs was a battle they’d have to resolve on their own. I had my own issues to deal with, as evidenced by a wereboar leaping atop the funnel cake stand where I still stood.

      It hesitated for a moment, looking back and forth between me and Possessed Riva, as if debating where to vent its fury.

      “Easy there,” I said. “Don’t listen to what that asshole...”

      Before I could finish, its body became unglued – the man-beast collapsing into a pile of its own body parts. It was enough to make me retch, but what came next was even worse.

      “You will threaten neither me nor my friend.”

      She did not just say that.

      I probably needed to add delusional to Possessed Riva’s nickname, but I quickly realized what she’d done had gone beyond merely crazy.

      In the next few seconds, the stand lurched violently beneath us as a wave of enraged beast men and women crashed into it. Whether purposeful or not, in naming me her friend she’d finished painting the bullseye on my back that Brad had started.

      Whoa!

      Much as I didn’t want to take my eyes off the thing wearing my friend’s body, I didn’t fancy impaling myself on a funnel cake machine. I leapt just as the structure collapsed, landing about fifteen feet away and immediately slipping on the gory mix covering the ground.

      The spilled blood of a dozen different beings assaulted my nostrils as I tried to get enough traction to push myself to my feet.

      I’d almost made it when a paw the size of a frying pan swung into my view from seemingly out of nowhere, catching me beneath the chin.

      Oof!

      Fortunately, I was made of sterner stuff than the average college sophomore, otherwise the blow would have taken my head clean off. As it was, though, it ripped a gash in my cheek and sent me flying again.

      I landed semi-dazed, knowing I needed to find a way to regain control of this situation quickly. At their heart, shifters like my father were more people than animals – even if the beast inside could sometimes get the better of them. However, that wasn’t necessarily a plus in my favor. People could act like herd animals just as well as anything found in the wild.

      We had a strong sense of wanting to belong. It’s why armies could be raised to attack a neighboring country for no other reason than they were different. More importantly, it’s why a mob could be so dangerous once they had a cause. The sad reality was, when emotions ran high people could be no better than sharks in a feeding frenzy. And lucky me, Brad had pretty much dumped a bucket of metaphorical chum right over my head.

      “I-I’m not your enemy!” I cried out, rolling to the side as a cougar with teeth bigger than my fingers came at me. “I’m a child of Valdemar, same as any of you! I...”

      I realized I was speaking out of my ass on that one. I had no idea how many of these guys worshipped the same god as the pack, or even knew who he was. After all, Aysha’s herd had certainly not given a flying fig about him.

      “Ow!” Apparently that wasn’t a winning argument as I looked down to find a diminutive rat person biting my hand. “Get the fuck off me!”

      Before I could stop myself, I’d backhanded it away, likely doing little to prove the kinship I’d been trying to convince them of.

      That much was apparent as I stood up and took stock of the situation. I was in front of a boarded up fun house. Scarred clown statues stood on either side of me – as if beckoning small children inside, where they’d never be seen again. What was in front of me wasn’t much better, though – a veritable sea of angry eyes, as if this were some bad sequel to Cujo in which they decided to up the ante by giving everything rabies.

      What I wouldn’t give to be facing a single Saint Bernard right now.

      Being under five and a half feet tall, I couldn’t see much of what was going on past them – save that the Draíodóir’s shimmering dome was still up.

      At least something was still going according to plan.

      Now to consider my options as it was likely only a matter of seconds before this standoff broke. I could always beg for mercy, but I doubted it would do me any good. The last thing one wanted to do in front of a pack of predators was suddenly look like prey.

      The alternative was reminding them that not only was I an alpha in my own right, but I was someone they most certainly didn’t want a piece of.

      Fuck it. Insane as it sounded, it fit my style better.

      Dripping blood, only some of it my own, I stood as tall as I could and gritted my teeth – trying to make eye contact with as many of the beasts as I could.

      “Listen up before I’m forced to beat it into all of you! I’m the one who called this Great Hunt, something no one else has had the balls to do for centuries. Me! Yes, you could take the word of some beta cuck wolf with an inferiority complex and try your luck. Or you could think real hard about whether I’m anyone you actually want to fuck with.”

      As far as speeches went, it wasn’t bad. I saw uncertainty pass through the eyes of more than a few of those lined up against me. Too bad a nine-foot tall grizzly-man picked that moment to let out a bellow of rage, practically drenching me in spittle.

      Gross!

      Guess it’s the hard way then. “So be it. Let’s do this, Ursa Minor.”

      I adopted a fighting stance, making sure my back was to the fun house’s exterior. No point in letting myself get flanked.

      The werebear took a step forward, only to be tackled from the side by a brown blur of claws and teeth. In the next moment, a grey-furred werewolf stepped in front of the rest, its arms held out wide as if blocking the way of all those looking to get at me.

      I had to admit, that was unexpected.
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      The bear beast swatted the younger werewolf away, then its face contorted and pulled in on itself until I could make out semi-human features.

      “Away from me, cub!”

      The werewolf landed apparently unhurt, its features shifting and changing until a very familiar form – one who wasn’t hard on the eyes – pushed himself to his feet.

      David!

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?” he cried as he joined the other werewolf shielding me with its body. “She’s one of us.”

      “No she isn’t,” the bear-man replied, its halfway form like something out of a nightmare.

      “She’s...”

      “The bear’s right,” another gravelly voice replied from further back in the crowd.

      There came more rippling of flesh as two other werewolves assumed their human forms – Marge Bentford, the pack’s beta mystic, along with one of the hopefuls whose name I never bothered to commit to memory.

      In response, the grey-furred werewolf likewise shifted – leaving me with a clear view of Earl’s bony ass. Mind you, that didn’t mean I wouldn’t have gladly kissed it in that moment.

      “What the hell are you doing, Margie?” he asked.

      “Get out of the way, Earl. Take David and leave. This doesn’t involve you.”

      “Like hell it don’t. What’s gotten into your fool head, girl?”

      “You don’t have any authority here, old timer,” the hopeful growled.

      “And you do, boy? I was there keeping our pack strong back when the best part of you was still dribbling down your daddy’s leg.” He hooked a thumb my way. “That there is our alpha and you’d best remember it.”

      “No way. You heard what Brad said.”

      “Brad ain’t in charge of diddly squat.”

      I had to admit, it had been some time since I’d seen anyone dressed down with the word diddly.

      “Greg’s right,” Marge said. “You saw what happened. Harris, Jacob, Elsa, and more. They’re all lying dead out there, and it’s her fault.”

      Earl shook his head. “I know what’s going on in this fight. I ain’t blind. Same way I know Tamara here isn’t unzipping anyone’s heads from their shoulders.”

      “Oh, it’s Tamara now is it?” the hopeful, Greg, replied scornfully. “She letting you shine your corncob in her like the bitch she is?”

      I guess Greg was in the mood to lose some teeth tonight, and not just by me.

      In a flash, David was all up in his face. “You take that back!”

      “Or what, loser?”

      “That’s enough, from both of you,” Earl barked. “You’re kin! We all are. Tamara, too.”

      Sadly, Earl’s words fell on deaf ears as David threw an ill-timed punch. In the next few seconds, both young men resumed their wolf forms as they began brawling.

      I opened my mouth to order them to knock it off, but Marge was quicker on the draw.

      “They’re in league with her!” she cried. “They brought us here. Brought us here so they could watch us die. They’re all traitors!”

      Oh no.

      “That’s enough,” Earl snapped. “I told you...”

      It was too late for words, though. The man-bear had seemingly heard more than he needed as he launched himself at the elder werewolf.

      Then, as if some silent bell had been rung, the rest rushed forward to join the fray, the smells of blood and violence thick in the air.
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      Even as I stepped forward, intent on helping my friends, I saw there was little I could do.

      No less than half a dozen creatures leapt upon David as he continued brawling with the other wolf. He threw two of them off, using the skills he’d honed from years on the mat, but it wasn’t enough against so much savage fury.

      Directly in front of me, blocking the way, the werebear had locked his teeth onto the side of Earl’s neck, throttling him as if he were a chew toy. In the moment before I could react, a cougar shifter stepped in and slashed its claws across the elder wolf’s midsection, disemboweling him where he stood.

      No!

      I moved in, ignoring the danger as well as the voice inside my head screaming that I should try to deescalate this. The bear was massive, larger than even a mega-wolf and far more heavily built. I didn’t care, though. I let the anger inside me boil over as I grabbed hold of its head and twisted with everything I had to give.

      Crack!

      I snapped its neck, ending its life in an instant. The beast was persistent, though, refusing to unlock its teeth even in death as I shoved it away – ripping a chunk of Earl’s throat out in the process.

      The mortally wounded elder changed back to his frail human form, blood pouring like rivers from multiple wounds. I caught him before he could hit the ground, but it was already too late. He convulsed once before falling still in my arms.

      “T-Tamara! Run!”

      I looked up, still stunned by what had happened, just in time to see David’s last stand. He’d changed to his halfway form so as to shout a warning, in the moment before two spider shifters leapt atop him. He disappeared from my sight as they dragged him down into a pile of snapping teeth and ripping claws.

      Oh God!

      There was no time for tears or grief, though. Nor would running serve to quell what was boiling up inside me. Instead, I turned my tear-filled gaze toward where the shimmering barrier still stood, listening – not with my ears, but with my mind.

      Come on. Where are you?

      And then I heard them once more – the voices from beyond, goading me to lethal violence.

      Kill them all.

      Bathe in their blood.

      Take your revenge.

      I embraced them and their message with everything I had, letting a red haze of rage descend over my vision as I grabbed hold of the cougar who’d attacked Earl. I lifted it over my head, ignoring the pain as it bloodied my hands and arms with its claws, and then brought it down over my knee, shattering its spine.

      Two boar shifters were next. I took hold of each by their tusks and rammed their skulls together, enjoying the crack of bone that followed.

      If these fuckers wanted a fight, I’d give them one to remember.

      I kicked a rat out of my way before stomping on a werespider – driving my foot through its abdomen and ignoring the disturbing squelch of its innards. Then I caught sight of one of the werewolves who’d started this – Greg, judging by its size. His fur was slick with blood as his yellow eyes met mine.

      He let out a snarl and stepped away from the crowd still ripping and tearing at where David had fallen.

      “Last mistake you’re ever going to make,” I muttered grimly.

      I considered that fair warning as the asshole came at me. It was a sloppy attack, one I could’ve dodged in my sleep. I didn’t bother, though. There was no point in wasting time on this clown. Instead, I caught his arm easily, twisting and breaking it at the elbow.

      The bastard let out a yelp of pain, but it wasn’t nearly enough to make up for what he’d done. So I grabbed him by his ears and dragged him down until he was looking me in the eye.

      “What’s the matter? I thought you were supposed to be a big bad warrior of Valdemar. Oh wait, that’s right. You’re getting weaker with every passing day, whereas I’m not.”

      I began to squeeze with my hands, putting on the pressure. Thick as his werewolf skull was, it might as well have been made of candy glass. There came the sharp crackle of teeth splintering as I continued, ignoring his feeble efforts to pry me off.

      “This one’s for your buddy Brad,” I said, my voice indifferent to his plight. “Don’t worry, though, he’ll be joining you soon enough.”

      I wasn’t sure whether his neck snapped or his skull caved in. All I knew was that when next I blinked I was holding a dead sack of meat that used to be...

      One of my pack.

      “Tamara!”

      No! He was a traitor. He deserved to...

      “Tamara!”

      Not like this! Nobody deserves that.

      “Tamara!”

      The familiar voice shouting my name drilled through the red haze inside my mind, forcing sanity to once more take hold. Huh? I dropped the dead werewolf in my bloodied hands, trying not to think about what I’d done as I attempted to clear my head.

      “Where are you?!”

      Mindy? Wasn’t she supposed to be keeping the portal open? If so, then why was she shouting for...

      “Mhéara ar tintreach!”

      The horde of beastly forms ahead of me erupted with crackles of electricity as yellow lightning danced from shifter to shifter, causing them to twitch like puppets on a string.

      Sadly, there were too many for one spell to effect and they were all a lot tougher than any normal person.

      “Tamara! Are you there?”

      No doubt about it. It was Mindy’s voice. What the hell was she doing wading into this?

      Nevertheless, the sound of her calling my name dispelled the last of the murderous rage I’d let possess me. If she was outside the protective barrier then that meant she was in danger – both from the voiders and more.

      I spared a brief look toward where I’d lost sight of David, knowing there was nothing I could do. Sadly, I couldn’t even afford myself a moment to reflect on how I’d failed him. Picking up the pieces would have to wait for after.

      I’m so sorry.

      I’d already lost enough this night. No way was I losing anyone else I cared about.

      I turned away, realizing my cousin needed help. There were too many for her to handle, but maybe not for us. With my mind clear of murderous intent, I finally remembered that I had more at my disposal than merely a perky nose and pair of fists.

      And right then I didn’t give a single flying fig who was there to witness it.

      I raised my hands toward the wall of beasts blocking my way, realizing that if ever there was a time to let loose it was now. Lack of proper control wasn’t always a bad thing.

      “Dòrn an ùird!”

      A multihued bolt of concussive force flew from me, slamming into the crowd of shifters and sending them flying – clearing a path as easily as blowing dead leaves on a windy day.

      Thankfully, I’d aimed low, ensuring the spell ran into the ground past the point where I could see. Good thing, too, because otherwise I’d have hit my cousin with roughly the same force as a speeding car.

      She stood there wide-eyed looking back at me. Mindy wasn’t alone in her shock either.

      Several shifters of varying species, those who weren’t currently knocked for a loop anyway, stared at me as if not believing what they’d seen. My ears picked up the subtle shift of flesh and I turned to see Marge, naked and with her mouth hanging open as if she were waiting for a bird to nest in it.

      “It was you,” she whispered. “You...”

      “Were the one practicing magic in the hollows?” I replied. “Guilty as charged.”

      “But...”

      “What part of my mother being queen of the Draíodóir don’t you understand?” I pointed a finger her way. “Now you have a choice. Run and don’t stop, or I can give you a firsthand demonstration.”

      “B-but, I’m the pack’s...”

      “Consider this your resignation.”

      It was shortsighted of me, as she was by far the most adept when it came to knowledge of the pack’s rituals, but oh well. She was a traitorous bitch who wouldn’t be missed.

      A cowardly one too apparently, as she took my advice and turned tail to haul ass in the opposite direction. Tempting as it was to shoot her in the back, I opted to let her go. She wasn’t worth the effort.

      That done, I pushed Cass’s would-be usurper from my mind and...

      Cass!

      Goddamn it. I’d almost forgotten I’d left her inside the Draíodóir force dome due to her injuries. Did the fact that my cousin was out here mean...?

      No! Now was not the time to jump to conclusions as I made my way toward Mindy – the shifters in the immediate area, the ones still standing anyway, giving me a wide berth.

      Whatever was going on, my cousin appeared shaken. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I think so.”

      “Cass?”

      “The bleeding’s stopped,” Mindy said. “She’s okay, for now anyway.”

      “So then why are you...?”

      “I’m sorry, Tamara. Your mom... She said she’d revoke my probation if I talked. She’s ... had the others scrying me nonstop. I couldn’t...”

      I placed my hands on her shoulders, realizing she was shivering beneath her robe. Somehow I had a feeling it wasn’t just due to the cold. “Whoa, hold on. Take a breath. What sort of bullshit is Mom pulling now? Is she...?”

      Mindy grabbed me by the hand then tried to steer me toward the barrier. “Come with me. I can get us back inside.”

      “I can’t. Not yet.” I gestured to the chaos around us. “I don’t know how much you could hear from in there, but the situation’s taken a turn. If I don’t put a lid on it soon it’s going to spiral out of...”

      “We don’t have time for that!” She tried pulling me after her, but she might as well have been a kitten trying to drag a full grown rottweiler.

      “Slow down, Min. What’s going on?”

      “It’s Cass.”

      “You just said she was okay.”

      “She is, but her power ... her blessing...”

      Mindy wasn’t making any sense. Were some of the Draíodóir freaking out over Cass’s appearance or something? I mean, yeah, she was pretty terrifying in her wolf form, but it belied the fact that at her heart she was a gentle soul. Besides which, my mother was the one who’d told me to leave her there in the first place.

      “Listen,” I said. “Tell me what’s going on and we can figure it out, okay?” Of course, just as my cousin nodded there came an angry snort from behind us. Figures. “Hold on a sec.”

      I turned in time to see some kind of bipedal elk, maybe a werereindeer, charging our way. Guess not everyone had gotten the memo that I wasn’t in the mood to be fucked with.

      I dug my heels in as it slammed into me, catching it by the horns. I slid back a few feet in the slippery muck before managing to stop its momentum. Then, with a twist of my wrists I snapped off both its antlers, tossing them to the side as the shifter let out a scream of outrage.

      “You cunt!” it cried, its face contorting and taking on human features – at least for the second and a half it took me to lay it out flat with a right cross.

      “Just for the record, I really don’t like that word.”

      “Come on, Tamara! They’re almost ready!”

      “Ready for what?” I asked, the words dying on my tongue as I turned back and saw the bloodied and mangled form standing about fifteen feet behind my cousin, poised between us and the magical barrier.

      It was the accountant voider, and it seemed as if this tax season had been a particularly brutal one. One of his arms was hanging by a thread of meat. The rest of him looked as if he’d been mauled by tigers, his clothing in shreds and claw marks up and down his face and body. Yet he still stood there as the snow continued to fall, as if he had all the time in the world.

      “You are a child of the Garden,” he said to Mindy, raising one bloodied brow. “You did this. You opened this window. Tell me how.”

      “No,” she replied, her voice shaking.

      “Tell me.”

      “The only thing you’re getting is a recipe for how to eat shit and die,” I replied, stepping forward.

      “So be it. Take your secret to the grave.”

      The voider inclined his head at my cousin, his expression unreadable, but I knew what came next. I also knew I’d gladly give my life before letting it happen.

      “No!” Somehow I managed to keep from slipping in the bloody muck as I grabbed my cousin and spun – putting myself between her and the voider, shielding her body with my own.

      Once again, there came that strange sensation of feeling like I was a Barbie doll, with arms and legs that could pop right off. Thankfully it passed as it had before, leaving me whole.

      Now to get Mindy to safety before it could...

      The gurgle that came from her stopped me cold, causing me to forget everything else as I looked down to find my cousin holding her throat – blood seeping through her fingers.

      She dropped to her knees as I realized what had happened. I’d somehow managed to block the voider’s power, but only partly. Some of it must have gotten through, just enough to slit her throat like some invisible Jack the Ripper.

      I caught her as she fell, laying her upon the frozen ground as I tried desperately to think of some way to help her.

      Healing magic!

      Except I didn’t know any. I’d been so focused on offensive spells that I hadn’t bothered to even consider learning anything else.

      As I stood there helpless, my cousin continued to bleed out, choking on her own blood as she stared up at me, her eyes pleading with me to do something, anything.

      “No! Just ... hold on! There has to be something I can...”

      “There is nothing you can do,” the voider said from behind me. “It is her fate, as it shall be the fate of any who think to send us back.”

      “Fuck you, you son of a...”

      I trailed off as a sizzling sound caught my ear. My eyes opened wide as I realized Mindy’s hands were glowing a fiery red as she tried to staunch the wound.

      “Wait, what are you doing?!”

      Her mouth opened in a silent scream as the scent of burning flesh reached my nostrils. Then her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she fell limp upon the frozen ground – the skin of her throat blackened and raw.

      “Mindy? Mindy!”

      “It is as you were told,” the voider said. “We are this world’s future, not them. They will die. We shall persevere. It is inevitable.”

      “No,” I growled, rising and turning to face him – feeling nothing but naked hatred inside me. “What’s inevitable is me sending your ass back to Hell in a body bag.”

      “Foolish girl, you can’t possibly hope to...”

      “Shut up! Just shut up and die!”

      Without either caution or thought, wanting nothing but his end, I launched myself at the voider. I grabbed hold of his head and twisted, snapping his neck like a matchstick.

      However, where I fully expected my attack to be futile, I was instead rewarded with something else entirely. As I throttled the voider, a seething mass of black energy exploded from my palms into his body.

      The voider collapsed to the ground like a broken toy. In the next second, I heard the near-deafening death scream in my mind as its body – nay, its very essence – was consumed in white flame, hot enough to instantly vaporize the snow around it and leave the concrete beneath charred.

      I’d done it. I’d once again managed to kill one of these fucking things.

      Sadly, I was no closer to understanding how than I’d been the last time – making me wonder how many more loved ones I’d have to lose before this nightmare was finally over.
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      I stood there victorious over the remains of the fallen voider, yet still felt like the worst kind of loser.

      David, Cass, Earl, and now my cousin.

      How many more had to pay the price before the pieces of this puzzle fell into place?

      What was different from all the other times I’d attacked them? Equally as important, what was the same as when I’d stopped that voider back in High Moon?

      I tried to focus as the battle continued raging around me, knowing I needed to solve this now as there likely wouldn’t be a later. It was a hell of a time for a brainstorming session, mulling this over as I sidestepped another mountain lion – breaking its leg while simultaneously replaying those attacks in my mind.

      Once again, there’d been anger and outrage. But that couldn’t have been the catalyst, otherwise I’d have been able to save Aysha and her mother.

      Was it because Mindy was close to me, someone I loved? But if so then what about the Chief. Sure, I’d admired him, looked up to him even, but I couldn’t say our bond was the same as those whom I considered family.

      I’d cried out during both attacks, voicing my intentions. Could it be that ridiculously easy, telling them to die? No. That made zero sense. Sure, I’d wanted them dead, yes, had desired nothing but that at the time, but to think it was as simple as a mere suggestion was almost ludicrous in its...

      Desire.

      Hold on. Was there something to that idea?

      A werewolf took a swing at me, maybe one of my own, maybe not – I didn’t particularly care at that moment. I ducked beneath the blow, grabbed it by the fur on its back and spun, catapulting it into another group that was moving to flank me.

      Desire. For perhaps the umpteenth time I tried to remember all of my encounters with the voiders. Could that really be it? After all, it’s not like their powers hadn’t affected me before.

      Ugh!

      I caught a set of tusks in the side, gouging rivulets of red hot pain across my abdomen before I felled my attacker with an elbow to its skull.

      Focus, Tamara!

      Now was the worst time in my entire life to be thinking about anything but survival, but I had no choice. This had to end and I was the only one who seemed capable of doing that.

      I remembered Possessed Riva casting me out of this reality and to the Garden, the first time I’d truly faced one of the voiders. From my perspective, it had taken no effort on her part to...

      I trust you were able to save your parents, as was your desire.

      That’s what she’d told me. And she’d been right. I had wanted to go to the Garden – maybe not right at that moment, but saving my parents had been first and foremost on my mind. All Possessed Riva had done was send me somewhere I’d wanted to go.

      Oh my God!

      I needed to keep chasing this rabbit despite the current danger to me.

      Another of the voiders had tried to cast me out again at the weredeer meadow, only for it to fail. I’d thought it had been because I’d done my damnedest to resist, but the simple fact was I didn’t want to go.

      Since then, they’d tried to kill me several times, their power always falling short – maybe not because I was resistant to it ... but because I simply didn’t want to die.

      How something like that was even possible, I didn’t know. These things seemed to be able to go where they pleased and do whatever they wanted, whereas I was just...

      One of them.

      Holy shit! Brigid had even said as much, but I’d been too busy sniping with her to listen. Yes, I was my mother and father’s daughter, but the circumstances around my conception were unique – beneath a blood moon within the sacred glade, the Window of Worlds.

      Somehow a part of their essence must have slipped into the mix. It was how I’d been able to clearly hear them, how I’d been able to free them.

      And now it would be the key for how I would finally destroy them.
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      With a plan of attack starting to form, I turned my focus back to what was happening around me, quickly realizing it wasn’t a pretty picture. I could feel the cold down to my very bones, and the reason why was obvious. In the time it had taken me to figure things out, I’d fended off several attacks – not stopping to realize each had claimed their pound of flesh.

      I was a bruised and bleeding mess, lucky to be standing upright.

      This battle wasn’t over yet, though. It wouldn’t be finished until every voider save one was dead. Once that happened, I’d find Possessed Riva and see about wishing her the fuck out of my friend’s body.

      Only then would I allow myself time to rest and grieve those who’d sacrificed themselves this night.

      It won’t be in vain, I swear it.

      I looked around, spotting the rusting carcass of an old tilt-a-whirl nearby. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. My short ass needed a bit of elevation so as to see past the various behemoths still running wild.

      I kicked out at another rat shifter, sending it tumbling away – only to realize there wasn’t much behind the blow. This battle was going to wind down soon for me whether I liked it or not, so I needed to make the next few minutes count.

      I ran for the ride, leaping over a spider and another wererat who got in my way, apparently the only things here shorter than me. Scrambling over the chain link fence that surrounded it, I climbed to the highest part, which wasn’t all that high. If this didn’t work, I might need to make my way over to the coaster and...

      The roller coaster – Dad!

      No, there was no time for that now. Much as I hated to ignore his plight, I had to trust my father could handle himself.

      Hopefully.

      Thankfully, my new vantage point was enough to give me a better sense of my surroundings. Unfortunately, what I saw didn’t look good.

      Chaos everywhere.

      It seemed focus wasn’t exactly a strong suit for those called by the lure of the Great Hunt. Some were still going after those they considered their enemies – myself included. But plenty of others appeared to be running roughshod over the fairground like they were kids set loose in a candy store. That wasn’t all, though. At least a handful had turned their attention toward the Draíodóir – throwing themselves at the barrier with reckless abandon, causing it to flicker ever so slightly.

      Not good. I had no idea what Mindy had been trying to warn me about before she...

      I took a shaky breath lest I be overwhelmed by the thought of her ... loss, forcing myself to stay focused.

      Losing the portal would allow the voiders to escape. Sadly, I didn’t have any delusions that it would stay up much longer regardless. The coven had been pouring massive amounts of power into it to keep it open. Even with so many to share the load, it was only a matter of time before they exhausted their reserves.

      That meant I needed to stop fucking around and end this.

      Now where are...?

      A chorus of pained yips met my ears. I turned in the direction it had come from only to see another group of shifters fall apart at the seams – their bodies dropping to the ground in pieces, turning this once happy place into little more than a mass grave.

      I had a feeling amateur ghost hunters would be having a field day with this park for years to come, but that wasn’t my concern so much as finding the...

      There!

      I spotted the remaining voiders – most of them still separated as they dealt with the remnants of the Great Hunt. Now to make sure they didn’t have a chance to regroup and turn their collective attention toward the coven. If so, this park would become an even bigger bloodbath than it already was.

      By this point, I had no allies left who were either still standing or free to help, leaving me alone to do this.

      That was okay, though. I was bruised, bloodied, and tired. But there was one thing I had no shortage of – a desire to finish this.
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      Biker Santa was my first target, standing alone and looking dispassionate as fuck as he caused a werewolf to come unglued, adding to the ever increasing body count.

      I approached him – gritting my teeth as the scent of hot death invaded my nostrils, doing my best to keep from vomiting.

      A part of me wondered whether the whole desire thing was a two-way street – whether they could do the same to me as I was trying to do to them.

      Something in my gut told me that wasn’t the case, though. Maybe it was because I was a child of this world, too, my unique nature giving me pieces of the puzzle no one else had. Maybe. Or maybe it had to do with my human nature and being both blessed and cursed with all the emotional baggage that brought.

      After all, despite Possessed Riva’s insistence that we were friends, I was fairly certain she didn’t even remotely understand what that meant.

      No. These creatures may have sought to destroy the thin spots of this world, but they lacked anything approaching true desire – not the fiery passion I’d unleashed on Justin, nor the rage I felt at seeing them hurt those I cared about.

      Maybe that was ultimately the key – simply wanting it bad enough. If so, I had that in...

      ARGH!

      I’d picked a singularly bad moment to have a case of tunnel vision, as a freight train on legs barreled into me from the side.

      In the next instant I found myself pinned to the ground by a ton of angry grizzly.

      “I don’t have time for this!”

      Sadly, my entreaties fell upon deaf ears as the bear shifter let out a growl before sinking its teeth into my shoulder.

      I screamed as what felt like railroad spikes punctured skin and muscle down to the bone. More steam rose into the air around me, but this time the blood hitting the cold ground was my own.

      My right arm felt like a useless club of meat and pain under the assault. Call me a pessimist, but I had a sinking feeling there was no way I was going to pry this thing off me with my left alone.

      Fortunately, if there was one thing my coaches had drilled into me over the years, it was that brute force didn’t necessarily determine a fight. Sometimes a little finesse more than made up for it.

      That was especially true now when there weren’t any referees around to call me out. I reached up and jabbed a thumb into the bear’s eye. It was neither sporting nor particularly brave, merely a move born of desperation. But it was enough to get the goddamned thing to let go, giving me a chance to scramble out from beneath its bulk.

      Such an attack wasn’t going to dissuade this thing for long, though. Thankfully, I’d saved a little something from earlier. Using my left hand, as my right was currently busy hanging there useless, I scrambled to free the gun from the holster still strapped to my side.

      Unsurprisingly, it had proven useless against the voiders. It was likewise doubtful it would have much impact against this fucking brute even at point blank range, but sometimes a little dissuasion went a long way.

      Or it would have if I hadn’t fumbled it, letting the weapon slide from my grasp ... just as the bear’s massive head slid off its shoulders.

      What the?

      Both hit the ground at the same time, followed a moment later by the bear shifter’s body.

      I turned to see the mangled form of Biker Santa looking my way, studying me as if I were a bug under a microscope.

      “In many ways you are,” he said, reading my mind. “An oddity to be observed, nothing more.”

      “Oh yeah? Well, observe this!” I grabbed the decapitated head of the bear shifter, finding it both solid and heavy. Want it, Tamara. You have to truly want it.

      I found that wasn’t all that hard to do.

      “Want what?” Biker Santa asked. “These feelings of yours are corporeal concerns. Fleeting, and of no interest to...”

      Heads up, asshole! It’s time to die.

      It wasn’t my best throw ever, but at this range it was like launching a boulder from a catapult – one covered in bizarre black energy.

      The shifter’s head slammed into the voider’s face, the end result being the sharp crack of bone meeting bone. Then Biker Santa’s body burst into white flame, igniting like a flare before he even hit the ground.

      The piercing scream that cried out inside my head told me all I needed to know about its fate. Yes! I pumped my good arm into the air, causing myself to stumble and almost fall in the process.

      I needed to be careful. If another of the big shifters decided they wanted a piece of me, I was likely done for. My tank was nearly empty and I couldn’t feel my right arm, much less move it.

      Thankfully, what I’d done to the voider hadn’t gone unnoticed. All around me, beasts of all shapes and sizes stopped their frenzied caterwauling and began to back away.

      Now to hope they finally got the hint.

      I took a step forward, managing to remain upright, then took another.

      Ahead, therianthropes scrambled to get out of my way as if I were Moses parting the Red Sea, opening a path before me littered with the remains of the dead.

      It was like some torture porn version of the Yellow Brick Road, except in this case the Emerald City was the final two voiders, not counting the one inside my friend.

      Surrounded by the dead, they looked like corpses that refused to stay down – bloodied, covered in scratches and gouges, and one with her entrails hanging out – yet standing all the same, as if mocking those who’d fallen.

      I wanted nothing more than to throw myself into the fray, tearing them to pieces as they’d done to so many others. My way wouldn’t be quick, though, and certainly not painless.

      They didn’t deserve a quick death, not after what they’d done both here and elsewhere. I considered this. All the other portals they’d shut, the ones I hadn’t been there to witness. How many bodies had they left behind as they dispassionately went about their business of severing this world from the multiverse – condemning all of existence to die so they could exist here in a place they didn’t, couldn’t, understand? All the while they’d made a mockery of it by inhabiting the flesh of their victims – a masquerade of horrors as the innocent continued to die.

      And yet a slow death was also an opportunity for them – a chance to strike back, to kill even more than they already had, and then maybe flee before I could finish them.

      No!

      Throwing myself at these monsters with reckless abandon was my way of doing things – the pack’s way, my father’s way.

      But I was also my mother’s daughter, and there was something to be said about her way as well.

      So I stepped forward, focusing as I raised my good hand and called upon the power deep within me.

      Then I wished upon these creatures the death they so rightly deserved.

      “lann a mharbhadh!”
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      The spell, designed for nothing less than killing, took even more out of me than I’d expected.

      A black scythe of energy, a veritable flying guillotine, lanced outward from my body, screaming across the space between us, until it cut through the voiders – both continuing to stare curiously at me even as they were bisected, as if not understanding that death had at long last come for them.

      I was reminded of a line by T.S. Eliot, This is the way the world ends, not with a bang but a whimper, as the magic sliced neatly through them – at least until twin screams of anguish pierced my brain. Their bodies combusted in white fire, lighting up like the main attraction at Burning Man – not that I’d ever been there.

      There was no chance to celebrate, however, as I dropped to one knee, barely able to catch my breath – the idiot light on my tank no doubt flashing.

      And then there was one.

      All was quiet for a minute or two, the only sound the continued hum of power from inside the Draíodóir barrier. Then it was as if the fight simply vanished from those of the Hunt still standing. From all around there came the ripple of flesh as the myriad creatures summoned to these killing fields reverted to their human forms – leaving me surrounded by the faces of men and women I didn’t know.

      I had a feeling they knew me, though, now more than ever.

      “What the hell are you?” one of them asked.

      “The mutt was right. She’s an abomination.”

      “Is that it? Are they finally dead?”

      “So much blood. I can’t stop smelling it.”

      Confusion and horror reigned supreme as the headiness of the Great Hunt finally passed, but I couldn’t deal with any of that, not yet, because I wasn’t finished.

      Where is she?

      Almost as if in response to my thoughts, probably because it was, a dozen shifters were abruptly flung into the air – sent scattering in every direction.

      They all landed hard, causing more cries to rise from the crowd. I ignored them all as I found myself once more facing the creature inside my best friend’s body.

      Perhaps sensing this was the final showdown, the crowd backed away, leaving us alone in a wide circle of flesh – our only company the bloodied remains at our feet.

      “So you’re still here,” I said, forcing myself to stand through sheer will alone.

      “Of course,” she replied. “I cannot leave so long as the window remains open.”

      Huh. I guess in some ways the voiders were like ants or honeybees, unable to steer from their course once set to a task. It would prove to be her undoing.

      I took a step forward, more of a lurch really, noting that, unlike her companions, Possessed Riva was still fully intact. The only sign that she’d been in a struggle at all were a few blotches of blood staining her otherwise pristine sundress.

      “This body is important to you,” she said, answering my unasked question. “The others had no such attachment to their forms, but I wished to remain whole so as to not upset you.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “And yet you still wish to do me harm?”

      “I won’t lie,” I replied, stepping forward. “It had crossed my mind.”

      She inclined her head as if considering this. “So be it. Just know that I have ... valued our friendship in the short time we have had.”

      “I already told you...”

      “An eternity, screaming for release from the darkness between worlds, and yet I now find myself content. To have experienced this body, this place, and your companionship. It leaves me with ... how does your kind say it? It leaves me with no regrets.”

      I found my lower lip trembling as I made it to where she stood, looking her in the eye from barely a foot away. Her words, more those of a confused child than a monster, would almost certainly haunt me in the days to come, causing me to second guess my actions and wonder whether some other solution could’ve been found.

      In that moment, though, I knew there could be no doubt, no indecision. Hating myself would likewise have to wait.

      I reached out with my good arm, seized my friend’s body by the throat, and lifted her from the ground. She offered me no resistance.

      Our eyes met and I found myself wavering ... but only for a moment.

      “Now hear me and hear me well. I don’t blame you for what you are or for wanting a better life. But there is nothing, not a single goddamned thing in this world or any other that I desire more than for you to get out of my friend’s body and go back to wherever you came from.”

      I felt a spark deep inside of me, as if coming from the very core of my being. My legs began to shake and cold numbed my extremities. Whatever was happening, it was draining batteries that were already close to dry.

      Then I saw it, a black cloud of energy that enveloped my chest before moving up my body and then through my arm.

      I held my breath as that energy traveled from my hand into Riva’s mouth, silently praying I wasn’t about to watch my friend’s body immolate.

      Her form went limp in my grasp, as if I was holding nothing more than a piece of lifeless meat. She wasn’t dead, though. I could feel her pulse continuing to thrum through my grip on her.

      Before I could wonder whether it was over, though, the air around Riva’s body began to shimmer and then sparkle as something left her. It’s hard to explain, but it was as if the creature’s essence was leaving through every pore in her skin, slowly gathering until it became a translucent mass floating above us.

      The creature – the voider in its true form – possessed no eyes, no face, no true body if we’re being honest. Yet, somehow I felt it looking down upon me. There was no malice in that feeling. If anything, the opposite was true. Perhaps this was the last remnant of its connection to my mind, but it was almost as if I felt it wishing me well.

      Then it was gone. The air made a slight popping sound as the creature simply ceased to exist in our reality. It was finally over.

      I slowly lowered Riva’s feet to the ground, holding her upright and hugging her against me as I struggled to keep my emotions in check.

      I found myself hoping that the voider I’d called Possessed Riva had gone back home safe and sound. Unlike its brethren, I couldn’t help but think this one had picked up a little bit of humanity from its stay here. Not much, not nearly enough to break from the cycle of destruction, but perhaps enough to realize why I had to do what I did.

      Still, what was done was done. Regrets or not, I knew in my heart I would’ve done it again a thousand times over if it meant getting my friend back.

      The question now was how. Could Riva simply step back into her body or was there more to it than that?

      Hopefully that was a question someone else, Mom maybe, could answer because I was too tired to think, much less solve any existential riddles.

      There was still so much left to do on my end. I needed to formally disband the Great Hunt and send its participants packing. Then I needed to find my traitorous beta and see if I could conjure up enough strength to break his...

      Dad!

      As we’d entered the endgame, I’d completely forgotten about him. What if Brad had managed to ... hurt him? I’d never forgive...

      That train of thought derailed as there came a chuffing sound from somewhere behind me.

      I looked up, noticing the various shifters staring that way – all of them still giving me a wide berth. So I turned to follow their gaze, still holding my friend’s limp body – not wanting her to get cold in the frigid weather.

      Slowly crawling my way, using one arm to pull himself along, was a massive black werewolf. Dad! He was bloodied, missing chunks of fur, and one of his ears had been partially bitten off. My breath caught in my throat, thinking he must be hurt badly ... until I realized he was dragging something behind him with his other arm.

      His yellow eyes met my gaze and then he heaved his burden out from behind him – sending the body of another werewolf, this one with brown fur, tumbling across the slick pavement.

      For a moment I thought Brad must be dead and, truth be told, I wouldn’t have cared in the slightest. But then I saw him take a breath and realized he’d simply been pummeled into unconsciousness.

      My father had won.

      Wait. But that means...

      In the next moment his face and body changed, shrinking in on itself until he was once again my father ... my very naked father, I realized as I quickly averted my eyes.

      “If ... if it’s not too much to ask,” he said wearily, “could someone go fetch my legs? I think I left them over by the merry go round.”
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      A few glares from me were all it took to send folks scrambling in the direction my father had indicated.

      “You beat Brad,” I said, keeping my eyes firmly planted on the slush around him.

      “Yeah, guess I did at that. Turns out he wasn’t much of a fighter after all.”

      I smiled sadly, trying desperately not to think of David. There’d be time enough later to grieve. “If I’m not mistaken, doesn’t that make you my...?”

      “New beta? Looks that way. Guess I’m back in the game.” He let out a tired laugh. “Go figure. To have come so far, only to find myself right back where I started.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly say that.”

      “I suppose you’re right, Tam Tam.”

      “I told you not to call me...”

      A sharp crackle of energy from the direction of the Ferris wheel caught my attention, causing me to turn that way – just in time to see the barrier drop.

      With the voiders gone, things were finally winding down.

      I stepped that way holding Riva – those in front of me once again giving us plenty of space. Guess I’d put the fear of Valdemar into them, or maybe it was Brigid. I didn’t really care so long as they gave me a wide berth.

      Grateful as I was that they’d come when called, it would be a long time before I found much love in my heart for other shifters.

      I’d worry about writing them all nasty letters later, though.

      As the crowd parted, I took stock of the situation. The portal was still open for some reason, myriad other worlds flashing by as...

      Cass!

      Sure enough, I spied my friend. It was hard to miss her. Still in her uber-wolf form, she was easily the largest being on the battlefield. Best yet, she was conscious and her wound was no longer bleeding – her werewolf constitution having compensated. She looked up, met my eyes, then started pushing herself to her feet.

      She’s okay! It was like a shot of adrenalin after everything that had transpired. I began to walk forward again, glancing toward the thin spot where my best friend waited. Mom just needed to shut it down so we could...

      What the?

      Something was going on in the portal. Riva’s spirit was silhouetted against everything going on around her – a shape nearly lost among the glimpses into other worlds.

      As I watched, however, I could have sworn I saw her begin to blink. Maybe it was a trick of the light, but in one moment I saw her body, then the next it was gone, only to reappear again a second later.

      The fuck is going on?

      Perhaps we’d kept it open too long, or maybe something else was to blame. Either way, I had a feeling we needed to end this now.

      “Shut it down,” I cried, looking for my mother amidst the Draíodóir.

      It took me a second or two to realize something had changed. They were still chanting and gesticulating, but the ritual wasn’t the same as before. I was no master of magic, but I’d gotten a good enough look earlier to realize this was something different.

      Was this maybe some other spell that was needed to shut things down? Maybe the portal had to be closed gradually lest we risk something bad happening.

      However, just then the slideshow of different dimensions abruptly ceased, leaving one world not our own as the static background amongst which my friend continued to wink in and out.

      It took me a second or two of staring at the lush greenery to realize it was the Garden again. But why?

      Then I remembered what Brigid had said. Riva’s soul was there with her. I let out a sigh of relief I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. This was part of the plan, nothing more. Counting on Brigid’s good graces to release my friend was a risky bet, so apparently Mom had decided to be proactive about it.

      Can’t say I minded. It was nice to know that I wasn’t expected to figure everything out myself. Would have been nice to be told in advance, but I could deal with some parts of the plan being taken out of my...

      “Hear us!”

      Huh? The voices of all the Draíodóir present cried out – trebled and amplified, making them sound like a chorus at a rock concert. Guess they were really intent on getting Brigid’s attention.

      “Accept our offering, oh new Queen. Accept it and give rise to your Winter Court!”

      New queen? What the fuck?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            45

          

        

      

    

    
      Before I could question the fuckery going on, the portal lit up with white hot power.

      I needn’t have worried about my friend, though, because in the instant before it happened I realized she was no longer there.

      I immediately looked down at the body still in my arms, hoping to see life once more gleaming from her eyes. She still appeared to be nothing but an empty vessel, though.

      Okay. Anytime now.

      All I could do was stand there like an idiot, unsure of what was happening. Was this part of some spell to bring my friend back? But if so, who the fuck was the winter court and what did they have to do with Riva? As for the queen bit, last I’d checked the Draíodóir had been worshiping Brigid since roughly the dawn of...

      Whoa!

      Whatever power had been poured into the portal was apparently now being vomited back up, as crackles of electricity began to shoot forth from it – quickly turning into full-on bolts of lightning.

      It wasn’t just a light show either. I watched helpless as three of the blasts slammed into the crowd of shifters still hanging around, instantly killing at least half a dozen of them.

      Jesus!

      More blasts of white death followed the first volley, felling even more of the Hunt.

      That was enough for most. Cries of outrage rose, quickly turning into screams of terror as more bodies fell. Within the space of seconds, their nerve broke and the remaining shifters began to scatter.

      Some changed into their animal forms for the added speed it provided, while others couldn’t be bothered – fleeing in their human forms from whatever the hell was going on.

      As quickly as they’d appeared, the last of the Great Hunt now retreated – desperately trying to get away from whatever was happening. So many had died at the voiders’ hands and now even more were falling victim as the energy from the portal continued to lash out, leaving the charred corpses of the stragglers to fall upon the frozen ground.

      Somehow Riva and I remained untouched, a seeming impossibility since we were directly in the line of fire. Yet somehow the power passed us by as I stood there horrified at what was happening – unsure whether it was a freak accident or...

      No. That can’t be it. No way is this being done on purpose. There has to be some other explanation.

      Movement caught my eye from the left. I almost dropped Riva as I turned that way, unsure whether I could handle any more surprises.

      It was my father, though, having donned the magical legs my mother had made him ... and nothing else. “Um, I don’t suppose you could maybe put some pants on.”

      It was perhaps the stupidest thing I could’ve said at that moment.

      “Is that really our top priority right now?” he cried, sounding like he was just barely holding it together – which was a fuckload better than me right then.

      “Sorry.” I turned back to whatever was going on in front of us. “What the hell are they doing?”

      “I have no idea.” He cupped his hands over his mouth. “Lissa! Whatever this is, you have to stop it!”

      Almost as if heeding his words, the lightning flaring from the portal ceased. I blinked, clearing the spots from my eyes, only to find that we weren’t the only lucky ones. Somehow Cass had managed to avoid being struck as well, having hit the deck once the shit hit the fan.

      “Cass, over here! We need to...”

      I trailed off, the words failing me as I saw it wasn’t over after all. Two massive tendrils of power were creeping from the portal, but it was different this time. Rather than the chaos of eldritch lightning, these appeared to take on physical form – until they resembled nothing less than massive hands made of energy, magic so pure I could practically taste it in the air.

      “What the fuck are those?” my father cried.

      Even as I tried to figure out an answer, the two hands sprang into action.

      One lashed out and grabbed hold of Cass, lifting her massive frame from the ground as if she were a mere puppy.

      No!

      Before I could so much as scream my friend’s name, though, the other shot our way, fast as a rattlesnake. The power emanating from it hit us like a stun gun the size of a freight train, sending both me and my father tumbling away.

      Once more I found myself on the ground, dazed but seemingly no worse off than I already was. I turned my head and found my father likewise already stirring. Whatever this thing was, it had seemingly zapped us with little more than a glancing blow, thank goodness. Now to make sure Riva was...

      Riva!

      I looked up to find my friend’s body likewise held aloft, engulfed by the clutching fist of power.

      “Wuh-what are they doing to her?”

      The answer came in the form of a strangled high-pitched cry, but it wasn’t from Riva’s lips.

      I managed to push myself into a sitting position in time to see it was Cass. The energy radiating off the magical hand had engulfed her wolf form, crackling around her as it began to pulse – brighter and brighter, until it was almost blindingly so.

      As each pulse flared up, it appeared as if its energy was being fed back into the portal. That was of far less importance to me than my friend’s wellbeing, though. If she was being hurt in any way...

      “Wait ... is she getting ... smaller?” Dad asked.

      Sure enough, he was right. With each pulse, Cass’s wolf form seemed to shrink a little – going from her full height of twelve feet, down to ten, then eight. With each flare of light, her body changed as well, looking less monstrous and more human – until at last she was herself. The only problem was I couldn’t tell if she’d initiated the change or it had somehow been forced upon her.

      The spectral hand, whatever it was, held her a moment longer. Then it winked out of existence, dropping her like day old trash.

      Cass fell to the ground, landing in the slush. She rolled onto her back, her face a mask of anguish as she cried out, “Give it back! Please, God, give it back!”

      What?

      I was far too relieved that she was still alive to make sense of any of it, at least until my father said, “Oh no, Lissa. You didn’t.”

      “Didn’t?” I replied. “Didn’t what?”

      Before he could answer me, though, the hand holding Riva aloft likewise began to pulse.

      No. It was different this time. The energy around Cass had been directed back into the portal. But this seemed to be the reverse, growing brighter first at the thin spot before traveling to my friend’s body.

      I half expected to see Riva burst from her sundress as she expanded into the form of an uber-wolf, but that was ridiculous. Why would my mother, or any of the Draíodóir for that matter, turn my friend into a werewolf – assuming such a thing was even possible?

      Fortunately, no such transformation occurred, allaying my fears.

      What happened instead was what I’d been dreaming of ever since returning from my nightmare sojourn to the Garden. Riva drew in a great breath of air as if surfacing from being underwater. Then she opened her eyes and blinked, the unseeing glaze disappearing as she began to look around.

      Riva! My best friend was back.

      All at once it became clear what must’ve happened. “I think I get it,” I said to my father. “They needed to jumpstart her body.”

      Sure, it was shitty of Mom to have used Cass like some sort of car battery, especially against her will. We’d definitely be having words about that little stunt. For now, though, all I cared about was that both of them were alive. Alive and...

      “I don’t think so, Tam Tam.”

      Before I could ask my father what he meant, the energy likewise winked out from around Riva.

      She fell to the ground, slipped, and landed on her butt instead, the look on her face a mix of shock and indignation.

      So overjoyed was I at seeing her, that I barely realized the feeling of magic in the air around us had abruptly changed – going from jet engine to window fan in the space of seconds.

      Is that it? Is it over?

      That thought was seemingly given form seconds later as all the bulbs upon the Ferris wheel’s frame exploded at once. And then the portal simply disappeared, winking out of existence as if a light switch had been flicked.

      Gone was the view of the Garden, and in its place I saw the rusted frame of an old sign – proclaiming a half hour wait from that point to ride the Fantasy Flyer.

      The only proof that the spell had ever even happened were the circles drawn upon the ground – oh, and the small army of white-robed Draíodóir.

      They could’ve all been the hallucinations of an overtired mind for all I cared, though, as I stepped forward to where my friend still sat, looking around as if seeing this place for the first time.

      “Cold!” she cried, pounding a fist into the slush around her. “Why is it so cold?”

      “Come on.” I held out my hand, trying to fight the tears that wanted to fall from my eyes. “Let’s go find you a coat and some shoes before you freeze.”

      I expected a hug followed by us breaking down in each other’s arms. Hell, at the very least I figured I’d get a smile in return.

      Instead, Riva smacked my hand away. “You! You summon me here unbidden, and now think to lay your hands upon me? You will not dirty me with your touch, mortal.”

      Mortal?

      “Um ...Tam Tam.”

      I held up a hand to my father. Whatever he had to say could wait. “Riva, are you okay?”

      She clambered to her feet, staring at me with what seemed to be barely contained fury. “Have you gone mad, child? Because I will warn you once, and once only, do not test me. Otherwise, I will ensure that the comfort your companion enjoys becomes one of agonizing torture.”

      “Torture?”

      “Yes. I assure you, my Queenshield are quite adept at bringing pain to those I wish it upon.”

      Queenshield?! Oh no! There’s no way that’s even remotely possible!

      “So I say again, end this farce of a summoning now. Otherwise I will be forced to...” She took a step forward and then stumbled. “Ow! That hurt!” Her eyes opened wide in surprise. “How is it possible that it hurt?!”

      “Riva, I ... I need you to calm down.”

      “And I demand that you confess what you have done to me – Brigid, High Empress of the Sidhe, Mistress of the Garden, and Goddess of Infinite Wrath and Flame.”
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      No way! No fucking way! There had to be some mistake. There was absolutely no sane way this could be happening.

      “If you’re joking, you need to stop because you’re seriously freaking me out.”

      “Do you think I find this humorous?” Riva replied, her voice and inflection nearly as alien as when she’d been possessed by the voider.

      The voider!

      That had to be it. Maybe it hadn’t vacated my friend’s body after all and this was some ruse on its part. If so, then I needed to try again. “Listen to me and listen well, I desire you to get the hell out of my friend’s body. If you don’t, so help me...”

      “So be it. If you will not cease your prattling, then know my wrath.” Riva grabbed hold of me by the throat, tightening her grip and ... not doing much. Exhausted and injured as I was from the battle, I still barely felt her. She tried to lift me, doing little more than lightly slapping my chin.

      Needless to say, her face became a mask of surprise.

      “What is this? What have you done to me? Why...?” She trailed off as her eyes locked on the hand grasping me before finally looking down at the rest of herself. “What am I doing in the body of this ... daoine sow!”

      I peeled her hand from my throat with the barest of effort. “That’s my friend you’re talking about, bitch.”

      “How dare you call me a bitch?”

      The ridiculousness of what I was doing – sniping with a fairy goddess who was somehow inside my friend’s body – wasn’t lost upon me. However, in the next instant my mother’s voice ended our bickering as she finally stepped forward.

      “Brigid of the sidhe, former empress of the Garden, know that it was I, Lissa Bentley, Queen of Frost and elder of the Winter Council of Crescentwood, who has brought you here this day.”

      The fuck is she talking about?

      “What did you do, Lissa?” my father asked, stepping to my side.

      If Mom heard him, she chose not to answer. “I sentence you to this body of frail flesh to live out your days as a mortal, so that you might know what it is to be weak and powerless, to be manipulated by those greater than you.”

      “You sentence me?” Riva ... err Brigid replied. “How dare you, you insignificant whelp of a...”

      “For the crime of treason,” Mom continued, even as I strove to make sense of this lunacy. “Against the devout who once called you mother, against the people who have worshipped you for centuries untold, and for all those you have betrayed by your actions.”

      “I don’t answer to children. Now you will undo this binding or I will...” Brigid trailed off, her arrogant tone suddenly uncertain. “Wait. How did you even do this? You lack the strength. Your power flows from me. I am your wellspring. I am...”

      “Not anymore.”

      “What?!”

      “We renounce you.”

      “You can’t do that! It’s not possible.”

      Behind my mother, I saw a pair of Draíodóir approach Cass where she sat still sobbing upon the ground. They draped a blanket around her shoulders before stepping away again.

      Cass.

      I began to get the sickening feeling that what had been done to her was far worse than simply using her as some sort of battery.

      All at once, I didn’t care about the pontificating going on before me. Mom spoke of betrayal. Yet my friend’s body had once again been usurped, while I feared something equally unspeakable had been done to another I cared about.

      “What did you do?” I demanded, stepping forward and meeting my mother’s gaze.

      “I’m sorry, Tamara,” she replied.

      “I’ll ask this once and only once. Where is my friend and what did you do to...?”

      “She’s still in the Garden I’m afraid. I’m sorry, but we simply couldn’t let this opportunity pass, not after everything that’s happened. We’ll ... I’ll find another way to make Riva whole.”

      “Still in the Garden? Why?”

      Before she could answer, my father likewise approached. When he spoke, there was a hesitant edge to his voice that hadn’t been there before. “Lissa, you need to tell us what you did.”

      It took me a moment to realize he was angry, yet treading cautiously – as if worried what might happen next. Was it because of all the Draíodóir present ... or because of Mom?

      “I’m sorry, Curtis,” she replied, not unkindly, “but she was chosen.”

      Her? Was she talking about Riva or...?

      “She’s one of ours, Lissa. You had no right.”

      “I didn’t want it to be her, but I had no choice in the matter. The decision wasn’t mine to make. It was she who demanded the right to choose the sacrifice. She who guided us with her loving hand.”

      “What sacrifice?”

      “The one asked of us,” Mom said, “to prove our fealty, and finally undo the grave injustice done to the rightful mistress of the Garden.”

      Rightful mistress?

      “Heresy!” Brigid cried.

      “What did you do to Cass?” my father demanded, ignoring Brigid.

      “Her blessing,” my mother replied. “That was what was asked of us – to offer up the spark of one touched by the divine.”

      The fuck?

      I’d heard enough. Much as I didn’t want to leave my best friend, I had to once again acknowledge the sad truth that the person next to me wasn’t Riva. I was going to get answers, so help me, but I also realized that right then I had another friend who needed me.

      I strode forward, practically daring the Draíodóir to stop me. None dared try, however. If anything, most of them purposely turned away – whether because of shame, disgust, or fear. I caught sight of Fiona among them, the look in her eyes resolute, as if she’d made a deal with the Devil of her own free will.

      Suddenly it became clear. This was what Mindy had tried to warn me about. She knew what was going to happen, which meant they’d all known. This wasn’t some abrupt change of plans. Whatever had been done was premeditated, which made it far worse. It caused me to wonder how many beside my cousin had been forced to go along with it, and how many had marched down this path willingly.

      Whatever the case, they could all go hang as I reached Cass. I knelt down and put my arms around her. “Shh, it’s okay.”

      “No it’s not,” she sobbed. “I can’t feel him anymore.”

      Him?

      “I – I can’t change. It’s gone. All of it is gone.”

      All of...? Oh my God!

      I thought perhaps they’d drained her, leaving her weak. Or maybe they’d somehow removed her blessing as pack mystic – leaving Cass once again a regular werewolf. It went far beyond that, though. If what she was saying was true, my mother and her people had somehow taken what amounted to her other half – her wolf.

      If I was right, they’d stolen half her goddamned soul.
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      “How the hell could you do this?” my father demanded. “She wasn’t yours to barter with!”

      “I’m sorry,” Mom replied. “I truly am. But this needed to be done. And as I told you, it wasn’t as if I were allowed to pick and choose. We were merely her conduits when the time came.”

      “Willing conduits,” he shot back. “Don’t pretend you didn’t just kill all those innocent...”

      “Innocent? Spare me the high horse act, Curtis. You saw the bloodlust out there. Those animals would have turned on us the second they got the chance.”

      “We have a treaty!”

      “And I have honored it!” Mom took a deep breath, as if not understanding how we could be angry with her. “None of those struck down by the binding magic were yours. I made sure of that. As for those who were, we have no fealty to them. But please, do feel free to check the bodies if you don’t believe me.”

      My mother’s indignant tone was nearly unbelievable to behold, especially after what she’d done. Almost as if she expected us to be grateful or something.

      Fortunately, I began to realize she might be right – at least on one part of what she’d said. From the shadows and out from behind the corners of rides and buildings, I saw faces peeking out at us – ones I recognized.

      Seemed some of the pack had survived after all. Not only that, but though they’d scattered when all hell had broken loose, they hadn’t run for the hills like the rest.

      I won’t lie, I’d have confronted my mother regardless – even if I was the only one left to do so – but knowing I had backup didn’t hurt. Assuming they even were backup, of course.

      I glanced at where Brad lay – still unconscious and beaten to hell. As much as he’d rallied them against me earlier, I had a feeling nobody was going to be following his lead anytime soon. Werewolf politics could be a real bitch, but this was a case where that bitch was in my favor.

      It was time to approach my mother – not as her daughter but as the alpha of a rival clan.

      I stepped toward her, still making it a point to mind my distance. I wasn’t afraid of her, but I was kind of worried about what I might do to her. “You have a lot of nerve.”

      “Don’t start with me, Tamara. It’s been a long night.”

      “Do you honestly think I care about that? And don’t you dare talk down to me, not after what you did.”

      “I only did what was necessary to right Brigid’s betrayal. You were there, you saw what she did to the Chief. He wasn’t just the protector of High Moon. He was my friend, too.”

      “Tonight wasn’t about revenge, it was about stopping the voiders and...”

      “Which you did,” she interrupted, dropping the condescending parent tone. “You stepped up when you were needed and saved this world, and for that we will be forever grateful. But you have to understand my position. I needed to look beyond that, toward the unique opportunity this night presented – one that we’d likely never see again. I chose to take it. I’m sorry for whatever pain that may cause, but I will not apologize for doing the right thing by my people.”

      “The right thing? Okay, enough with the bullshit riddles.” I held up a hand. “And I swear, if you even try to tell me to watch my language, I’ll blank you until you can’t even remember your first name.” Seeing several pairs of eyes open wide at that, I turned to the others present. “That’s right! I don’t know how many of you were paying attention to what was going on outside your little barrier, but you’re not the only ones with a few tricks up their sleeve. Sèididhteine!”

      I raised my left hand high, expelling a cone of blue flame at least thirty feet in the air.

      Whoa!

      For a moment my vision doubled, making me sure I’d fall over. However, I managed to somehow keep my footing. I most definitely didn’t have another one of those in me, but they didn’t need to know that. “See? I’m my mother’s daughter after all. Anyone want to test that?”

      I held my ground as whispers, curses, and worse were muttered by the Draíodóir looking on. That said, I wasn’t particularly worried. They all looked every bit as tired as I felt. I sincerely doubted any of them had enough juice left to throw anything more potent than a sparkler my way.

      That didn’t mean they weren’t willing to throw some shade, however.

      “You’re nothing like us, you filthy...”

      “Hey!” Dad cried, interrupting whoever had said that. “That’s my daughter you’re talking to.”

      I held up a hand. “This is my fight and mine alone.”

      Not that I didn’t appreciate the backup, but I’d just stepped into dangerous territory. If the Draíodóir wanted to declare open season on me alone, that was one thing, but I wasn’t willing to drag the pack into this as well. I was feeling a lot of things right then, most of them pretty negative, but I had no intention of starting a war.

      “I’ll say it again.” I turned, meeting the hostile glances. “Anyone want a piece? If so, step right up and try your luck.”

      When there came no response, I once again faced my mother. “As I was saying, enough with the bullshit. I want answers and you’re going to give them to me. I want to know three things. What happened to Riva? How do we fix Cass? And why the fuck is that bitch in my friend’s body?”
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      A beat of silence passed between us.

      Well, maybe not silence. Brigid didn’t seem to appreciate my remarks. I heard her call out the names of half a dozen different spells, all to zero effect. Whatever had been done to her, she was in my friend’s body now – possessing all the magical ability that had been Riva’s to command, which is to say none. A goddess Brigid might be in spirit, but she’d been effectively neutered.

      The why of that was pretty clear. I couldn’t even say I disagreed with my mother’s reasoning. Brigid sucked and probably needed to go. The big question was how in hell they’d managed to do it.

      My mother and I held each other’s gaze while this transpired, neither of us willing to give ground. Finally, just as the weariness of my body was starting to win out over my resolve, she spoke up.

      “Very well. In the interest of preserving the peace between our people, I’ll give you the answers you seek.”

      “Good. Let’s start with Cass.”

      Mom pursed her lips, looking unhappy about what she had to say. “I’m sorry, Tamara. Your friend is human now and there’s nothing that can be done about it.”

      I bit my tongue as I considered this. I’d lived most of my life as a human, only to have everything turned upside down once I learned what I really was. Cass, on the other hand, had been born and raised a werewolf, only to now find herself fully human.

      It was a cruel mirror image of my existence.

      All I knew was that losing a part of your life, knowing you could never get it back, wasn’t easy. All you could do was move on.

      I wasn’t quite ready to move on yet from Cass, mind you, but I had a feeling arguing with my mother would be the equivalent of chasing my tail. “What about Riva?” I looked around as I said her name, half-expecting to see her shade reappear, but no such luck.

      “As I said, she’s back in the Garden,” Mom replied. “All of her.”

      “Why?”

      “She couldn’t continue as she was. It was only a matter of time before it drove her mad.”

      “Hold on. Are you seriously trying to claim you did this for her benefit?”

      “Not entirely, no, but it was one stipulation of the pact I insisted on. We needed a vessel, one strong enough to hold the soul of a goddess. I realized the being that had been inhabiting Riva’s body had inadvertently fortified her, making this possible – a one in a million chance.”

      “So you used her.”

      “Yes, but not at the cost of her life. Never that. As I said, it was something I insisted on. Riva’s soul was to be brought back to the Garden, made flesh again, and allowed to live a life free of worry.”

      I blinked back the tears that wanted to fall, unwilling to show weakness. Nevertheless, hearing that Riva was alive and with a body again, well, that was everything to me. At the same time, knowing she was trapped and alone in a world outside my reach was a curse all unto itself.

      “Who was it for?” I finally asked. “Who did you make this devil’s pact with?”

      “Who else?” my mother replied. “Maeve, Mistress of the Wastes and Brigid’s elder sister.”
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      At hearing her sister’s name, Brigid came storming forward uttering a string of Gaelic invectives. I didn’t quite catch them all, but I’d looked up some of the language’s more colorful curses – figuring they might come in handy one day.

      Nevertheless, watching her stand there shivering and ranting, I realized how pathetic she truly looked.

      Ignoring her, I turned back toward my mother. “I’m gonna go out on a limb here and assume they’re not close.”

      That was putting it mildly. I’d learned during my sojourn to the Garden that Brigid apparently hated Maeve so much she’d walled up any doors and windows that faced the Wastes, her sister’s realm there.

      “It goes much further than you know,” my mother replied. “Maeve was once undisputed queen of both the Garden and the fae.”

      “I am your queen!” Brigid spat.

      “No. You are a usurper, nothing more.” Mom turned her attention toward me once again. “I started digging after your father and I got back. I was ... angry at what she’d done to him and wanted answers.”

      He apparently wasn’t having any of that. “Don’t use me as an excuse for this.”

      “I’m not. All I’m saying is that it got me started down this path. It wasn’t until Brigid led those things to our home, to High Moon, that I knew what I had to do.” Mom let out a sigh as she met my gaze once again. “It was a long time ago, back before the Draíodóir even existed, at least in our current form. That’s why we’ve never even thought to suspect it. It dates back to the dawn of man itself, to when the first hybrid was born.”

      The first hybrid, my predecessor. Why was I not surprised?

      “The Chief told me about it. He was one of the few beings old enough to remember.” She inclined her head. “A part of me wonders if he knew all of this was coming. Perhaps that’s why he told me the truth ... or maybe it was just because I asked.”

      “And what truth is that?”

      “That Maeve was the true queen. Not only that, but she was the only one brave enough to stand with the first hybrid when he finally faced those he’d unwittingly unleashed from the void.”

      I turned and stared hard at Brigid. “It was your sister? That’s why you wouldn’t tell me her name?”

      “Her bravery came at a heavy cost, though,” Mom continued. “She was injured in the battle, a portion of her strength lost to her. Not all, mind you, but enough to leave her vulnerable to those jealous of her grace and majesty.”

      It painted a picture, one that was hard to disbelieve – especially knowing what a manipulative bitch Brigid could be. I didn’t need to hear the rest to know she must’ve led a coup, unseating her sister and banishing her. Maybe she let Maeve live out of mercy, or simply lacked the power to kill her. Whatever the case, Brigid had been strong enough to hold her at bay ever since.

      “Your friend should be proud,” Mom said after several long seconds. “Her divine spark was the catalyst – the power which healed our new queen’s old wounds, allowing her to finally storm Dùn nan Dé and cast her sister out.”

      I looked back at my friend still weeping upon the ground, feeling my heart break for her.

      “Through her sacrifice all is now as it should be.”

      “A sacrifice she wasn’t given any choice in,” I reminded her.

      “Don’t fool yourself, Tamara. Choice is ultimately an illusion, nothing more. There are always forces at play greater than us pulling the strings.”

      “And that’s your justification? Of all the arrogant...”

      “You will stay back, common filth! I am your rightful queen and will not be approached so insolently.”

      I turned to see three of the Draíodóir closing in on Brigid. “What are they doing?”

      “Taking her into custody of course.”

      It was the space of less than a second for me to come to a decision – quite possibly a stupid one, but a decision nonetheless. “No.”

      “I assure you, she won’t be harmed,” Mom said, “but she must learn what it is to be powerless.”

      “I said no!”

      I limped back to where Brigid was facing the Draíodóir defiantly, despite her lack of any conceivable way to back it up. So I stepped between them, dragging the would-be goddess behind me instead.

      “Do not presume to touch me, you impudent piece of...”

      “Here’s the deal,” I interrupted. “You can either go with them and be locked up, something you almost certainly deserve. Or you can come with me and we’ll ... figure something out.”

      “I will not be spoken to like some...”

      “Actually, on second thought, let’s revisit that choice is an illusion thing. Do us all a favor and shut up.”

      I backhanded the queen of the fae, pulling my blow but still putting enough into it to drop her like a sack of rocks. All things considered, I had a feeling Riva wouldn’t have minded.

      “As for the rest of you, this is your only warning. Back the fuck up.”

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing, Tamara, but...”

      “It’s exactly what you said, Mom,” I replied, glaring at her. “Choice. You took it from Cass, so now I’m taking it from you. I don’t care who’s inside her calling the place home, but Riva’s body stays with me.”

      “No.”

      “I wasn’t asking.” She opened her mouth to reply, but I was ready for her. “And just in case you think I’m joking, I swear this on the names of all the gods and goddesses of the multiverse. If you even try to touch her, I’ll call for another Great Hunt and this time I’ll aim it straight at Crescentwood.”

      “You’re bluffing.”

      She was right, but I was willing to bet this was one bluff she wasn’t prepared to call. “Maybe, maybe not, but do you seriously think every shifter in a hundred mile radius isn’t going to want payback after the shit you pulled tonight? Does anyone else here honestly believe that?”

      I made eye contact with the witches nearest me, none of whom seemed all that interested in holding my gaze. Not surprising. Between my speech and that little demonstration of magic, I’d probably managed to...

      “Draíodóir swine!”

      “The only good witch is a dead witch.”

      Oh great. I turned to find my idle threat had apparently gone above and beyond what I’d intended, riling up the remnants of the pack. They weren’t in any shape to fight, but it looked like they were itching for one anyway – especially having seen what had been done to Cass.

      Time to nip this in the bud before both sides tried to wipe each other out.

      I raised my voice enough to make sure everyone could hear me. “Knock it off! That goes for you all! Cross me and I will bust your head open – whether you’re a witch, a werewolf, or something else. This fight is over. That means you will respect the peace – or else.”

      I definitely had their attention now. Good, because there was one last thing I’d been mulling over this past week. Something I now realized needed to be done, for all our sakes.

      “I don’t know where tonight’s actions will lead us, but I do know where they won’t. Our two people have a treaty in place and I expect that to hold. I’ve experienced betrayal from both sides of this petty rivalry, but no more. It ends now.”

      There came grumbles from all around, but that was okay. I hadn’t even gotten to the good part yet.

      “Listen up and listen well. High Moon’s guardian is no more, but High Moon remains and will continue to stand as a buffer between your two races ... as will I.”

      “What?” Dad replied, as I expected him to. “But you’re our...”

      “Not after tonight. I may be a child of both worlds, but going forward I’ve decided it’s best if I’m part of neither. I realize now that where I’m needed most isn’t on either side of this conflict, but right in the middle. So when the sun rises tomorrow that’s where I’ll be, as High Moon’s new guardian and keeper of the peace.”

      No doubt about it. I had their undivided attention. That meant it was time to add one final bit of icing to this cake – something they hopefully wouldn’t forget for a long time to come.

      “May the gods have mercy on anyone who seeks to cross me on this, because I sure as hell won’t.”
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      “She’s still alive! Quick, someone help me here!”

      I turned at the sound of the voice, my heart leaping into my throat as I saw a pair of Draíodóir bent low over my cousin’s still form.

      Mindy!

      I took a single step in that direction, but a strong hand caught me by the shoulder.

      “You can’t. Not after that speech.”

      It was my father, having thankfully donned clothes again at some point in the last half hour.

      Several moments of uncomfortable silence had followed my declaration, during which I half-expected to be curb stomped by everyone still present. Fortunately, neither faction had much fight left in them.

      Instead, a shaky peace had settled – as both sides tended to their wounded and gathered their dead, all while a contingent of Draíodóir set about cleaning up the worst of the mess.

      The mess – what a grim way to consider those who’d fallen. I wasn’t sure how else to put it, though. The voiders had literally caused bodies to fall to pieces, ensuring we’d be hard pressed to know the full extent of how many families would wake to the realization that their loved ones weren’t coming home.

      That was the sad truth of this strange underworld, the dark mirror to what most considered reality. We existed in the shadows. So when the sun finally rose, we needed to make sure nothing was left to make humanity suspect what had happened while they slept.

      At least the magical pyres that were lit, burning hotter and faster than any crematorium, served to stave off the cold a bit.

      But just a bit.

      I could only watch from a distance as a group of spellcasters gathered around my cousin’s unmoving form. In the next instant, the ground beneath them belched a column of flame, and then they were gone – her fate in their hands.

      It was a small miracle she was even alive. I could only guess that Mindy had gotten lucky and cauterized her wound in time. Others weren’t nearly so fortunate. I turned and stared at the spot where David had fallen – the barren asphalt now clear of everything save a few dark stains, the only evidence of the carnage that had ensued.

      I hadn’t seen them burn his body, but that was perhaps a small mercy. I was just barely holding it together as it was. Nevertheless, it was imperative that I keep my game face on. Everyone here needed to think I was a loaded gun with a half-cocked trigger.

      My grief would have to hold for later. It wasn’t fair, but nobody ever claimed life was.

      I’m so sorry.

      I let my father lead me over to a shuttered falafel stand where two of the pack, Jack and Beth – both EMTs by day – were still tending to Cass.

      They saw me coming and I could tell by the look in their eyes they both wanted nothing more than to be somewhere else. However, to their credit they held their ground.

      “How is she?”

      They shared a glance, as if deciding who should speak, then Beth stepped forward while Jack continued to help my friend into a heavy winter coat.

      “Physically she’s okay, mostly.”

      “Mostly?” I asked. “Does she need a hospital or...?”

      “A hospital won’t do much at this point, other than ask uncomfortable questions.” Her eyes opened wide as if she’d spoken out of turn. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      I made a hurry along motion. “Your point?”

      “Her healing took care of the worst of it before she was...” She trailed off, averting her eyes. “Anyway, the bleeding’s stopped and the wound itself is closed. I ... I don’t think it’s going to get any better, though.”

      Her subtext was clear. Without Cass’s werewolf healing, the limb wouldn’t regrow. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m not sure about anything right now. I-I’ve never seen anything like it. All I know is this – her temperature is normal, ninety-eight point six. I think that witch was right. She’s ... human.”

      It was crazy. What should have been the most banal of news instead sounded like a terminal diagnosis, as if she couldn’t possibly think of a worse fate.

      I moved to step past her toward Cass, but once again my father caught me by the arm.

      “Give her time.”

      “I...”

      “H-he’s right,” Beth stammered, as if afraid I might bite her head off. “Besides, we really need to get her someplace warm, a car with a working heater at the very least.”

      “I got this.” Dad turned and whistled, calling over a few guys who’d been milling about aimlessly, Chuck and another of the hopefuls.

      They headed our way, looking as if they’d rather throw themselves headfirst into a wood chipper than deal with me.

      “You brought your van, right?” Dad asked.

      “Yeah,” Chuck said, doing his damnedest not to make eye contact with me. “It’s at the far end of the lot.”

      “Good. Take Ester to it. Make sure she’s comfortable and then crank up the heat. I want you to take her to one of the cabins. Get a fire going and look after her. I’ll be there later to check in with you.”

      “You got it, sir.”

      If they were resentful to be given their marching orders they didn’t show it. If anything, they looked grateful to have been given permission to leave.

      “You don’t have to worry,” my father told me as they stepped past us to where Cass waited – head down and shivering. “They’ll look after her. We’ll figure out the rest from there.”

      “If you say so.”

      They got her to her feet and began leading her away. Cass turned and met my gaze for a moment, no more. My heart broke at the haunted look in her eyes, seeing no hope in the face of a woman who was normally so full of life. I wanted nothing more than to hug her with everything I had, but Dad was right. What she needed most was rest and warmth. Sadly, I doubted I had much of either to share right then.

      I turned my father’s way, grateful that he was there. He’d taken charge, directing the cleanup effort as I stood by being mostly unapproachable. Speaking of which, it was just about time for me to...

      “You bitch. You motherfucking cunt.”

      It might’ve been the first time I’d ever smiled at hearing someone call me that word, although the grin on my face wasn’t exactly mirthful as I listened to the footsteps approaching us from behind.

      Dad began to turn, but this time I caught his arm – my meaning clear. This was something I needed to handle.

      “Hey, Brad. About time you woke up.”
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      I faced him, flexing the fingers of my right hand. My healing had taken care of the bleeding and the feeling had mostly returned to it – still a work in progress, but it would do for now.

      Brad began to change even as he charged forward, his face a contorting mask of hatred that had nothing to do with the metamorphosis from man to beast.

      I caught him in the jaw, mid-transformation. It wasn’t my best shot, not even close, but Brad wasn’t exactly at the top of his game either. There came the sharp crack of bone and then he fell to the ground, spitting out teeth as the transformation abruptly reversed itself – leaving him just another naked asshole lying in a snow drift.

      “Care to try again?” I asked, keeping my voice pleasant as if I wasn’t an exhausted pile of nerves. “Because I guarantee you won’t be getting back up next time.”

      “You ... you bitch,” he slurred through his bleeding mouth. “I’ll...”

      “Leave and never return.”

      “Wuh?”

      “Exactly as I said.” I raised my voice, making sure the others heard me. “You turned against your alpha, but you couldn’t even do it with your own two hands. You tried to get others to do your dirty work for you. Assassination is a coward’s game, Brad, unworthy of Valdemar’s respect. Much as I’d love to kill you right now, you don’t deserve a warrior’s death. So, I’m kicking your ass out instead.”

      “Huh? You can’t...”

      “Wanna bet? You are hereby no longer part of this pack. From this day forth, you’re an outcast, banished forever from our ranks. You will not step foot in Morganberg, the hollows, or anywhere else we make our home ever again. If you do, you’ll be killed on sight as a trespasser.” I took a quick look, noticing a few of Brad’s asshole buddies still hanging around. “And let it be known that anyone who so much as accepts a friend request from you, much less offers you aid, will find themselves in the same boat. No trial, no appeal, just good riddance to bad rubbish.”

      Any defiance that might’ve been left in the hopefuls evaporated with the knowledge that they’d be joining Brad in being blackballed. I had no idea what life was like for a lone wolf lycanthrope, but I doubted it was particularly kind – they were pack animals after all.

      “Now get this piece of shit out of my sight.”
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      Brad was dragged off by a quartet of werewolves, not that he required much effort. He’d probably expected to become a martyr for his idiotic cause. Giving him the boot, though, had taken the wind out of his sails, even more so than I’d expected.

      I can’t say that bothered me much.

      “Harsh,” my father said once he was out of sight, “but deserved. There was no honor in what he did here tonight.”

      “I take it that’s not a common punishment.”

      “It’s the proverbial fate worse than death for a people who are raised from birth knowing they’re part of a greater whole.”

      “Sorry, not sorry,” I replied turning toward the Dizzy Octopus ride, where I’d stuffed Brigid while all this was going on. She was still out cold, tucked beneath a blanket and with a big old bruise on the side of her head.

      “What about her?” Dad asked.

      “Just as I said. She stays with me.”

      “Please tell me you’re not sticking her in the spare bedroom.”

      “I might be considering it.”

      “Your ... mother won’t be happy about that.”

      I couldn’t help but hear the hurt in his voice. I turned back toward him, taking stock of the immediate area. Columns of flame continued to rise from various spots as more of the Draíodóir ported out of here.

      Call me crazy, but I had a feeling neither of us would be offered a ride home via magic. “I know, but I doubt she’ll be coming back to the house tonight, not after everything that happened. As for tomorrow, we can deal with that when it gets here.”

      “Yeah, Tamara, about that...”

      I had a feeling this was coming. “Let me guess. You have some fires to put out over in Morganberg?”

      “Something like that. I might ... be there a while.”

      I shook my head, unsurprised to hear it. “Well, then I guess this is as good a time as any to officially pass the torch.”

      “You can still change your mind, you know...”

      “I meant what I said earlier. I’m taking over for the Chief, best I can anyway.”

      “Are you sure? He’s got some mighty big shoes to fill.”

      “I’ll stuff them with newspapers if I have to,” I said with a laugh. “But seriously, we both know what this means. I can’t be part of the pack anymore.”

      “I know. Although I won’t lie and say I wasn’t hoping you were joking.”

      “No joke. I need to be neutral so neither side can accuse me of playing favorites.”

      “They will anyway.”

      “I know,” I said, nudging him with my elbow, “but hopefully the new alpha of Morganberg can at least keep one side from giving me too much grief. Hint hint.”

      “No promises, but I’ll do my best. The Chief’s not the only one leaving big shoes to fill. A Great Hunt ... how am I gonna top that?”

      “You’ll figure something out.” I turned and poked his chest with my finger. “Although, just for the record, if I hear you let Brad back in...”

      He raised his hands in surrender, smiling at me. “Relax. Far be it from me to countermand your last order.”

      “Good.”

      “I won’t lie. I never wanted this life for you, Tam Tam. But now that you’ve been a part of it, I’m sorry to see you go.”

      “Me, too.” I grinned up at him. “By the way, didn’t I tell you to quit it with the Tam Tam?”

      “That you did,” he replied with a laugh. “But, since you’re not my alpha anymore, I figure I can call you whatever the hell I damned well please.”
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      I arrived home about two hours later. With no Draíodóir offering me a lift and it feeling weird to bum a ride off the pack, I’d simply called an Uber.

      The driver gave me the once over as I dragged Brigid’s semi-conscious form into the backseat, but fortunately seemed to lose interest after I gave him a bullshit story about a drunken excursion for my friend’s twenty-first birthday. That, and I promised to keep her from puking.

      I kept an arm around Her Highness for most of the ride back – pretending to support her, but in reality applying the occasional chokehold to ensure she remained out of it. Yeah, I was probably at risk of causing her brain damage, but what was a bit of short-term memory loss for a millennia old fairy queen?

      Sadly, the trip back home was long and quiet enough to allow me to reflect on everything that had happened – reminding me that, despite my bluster near the end, I was now more alone than ever.

      On the upside, at least the lights were still on when we pulled up out front.

      Justin greeted me at the door, his face a mask of relief mixed with concern – no doubt at the fact that I probably looked like twelve miles of bad road.

      “Holy shit, Tamara, you have no idea how glad I am to see you...”

      “Give me a sec, okay?” I dragged Brigid past him, depositing her onto the couch. “Now then, you were saying.”

      His answer was to gather me in his arms and hold me tight, something I didn’t realize how much I needed until right then.

      In the space of seconds, I was bawling my eyes out.

      I might’ve stayed that way all night ... had I not heard my brother enter the room a few minutes later.

      “Jesus Christ,” he gasped.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, reluctantly extracting myself from Justin’s grasp and wiping the tears from my eyes. “It looks worse than it is.”

      “I was talking to him. Poor dude’s gonna need to get deloused.”

      Though his words were his typical asshole prattling, I could see the relief in his eyes. “He’s not the only one. Get over here, you little douche.”

      I grabbed Chris and pulled him in, not caring if I smeared his t-shirt with blood or not.

      “So that’s Brigid, eh?” Justin remarked after a minute or two, standing over the couch where she was beginning to stir. “Never thought I’d meet a fairy queen.”

      “Wait, how did you know that?” I asked, stepping away from my brother.

      “Your mom mentioned it. She stopped here a little while ago.”

      “She did?” In truth, it probably shouldn’t have been a surprise. Both Justin and my brother had been happy to see me, but also hadn’t seemed overly shocked when I walked through the door alive and kicking. I was just too tired to have noticed. “What ... what did she say?”

      “She wasn’t here for long,” he replied. “She hugged Chris then told us you and Mr. Bentley were okay. Oh, and then she explained that we shouldn’t be surprised if Riva was acting strange.”

      “She also said to tell you that I was in charge,” Chris added.

      “She did not.”

      “Dude, bros before hoes.”

      “Anyway,” Justin continued, ignoring my brother, “she didn’t stay for long, just enough to pack a bag. I ... kinda got the impression she was planning on being away for a few days.”

      I nodded, not surprised but also unsure what it meant for our family. “Dad, too. He’s probably gonna be staying in Morganberg for a bit.”

      “Oh?”

      Before I could say anything further that would put this conversation on an awkward downward spiral, Brigid mercifully awoke with a start. She sat bolt upright, for a second anyway, before collapsing back against the headrest. “Wh-what, where is this place?”

      I leaned down over her. “Welcome to casa Bentley, your highness.”

      She gave me one hell of a stink eye before gingerly sitting up again. “It looks so ... common.”

      “That’s the suburbs for you. It’s no Dùn nan Dé, sure, but I call it home.”

      “And, wh-why does my head ache so much?”

      Guess maybe I’d choked her out one too many times. Oops. “You fell and clonked yourself. So I picked you up and brought you back here.”

      “You brought me back here,” she mocked. “As your prisoner I suppose.”

      “Not at all. You’re our guest, for now. We’ll see how it goes.”

      “So I am free to leave then?”

      “If you want, but let me ask you this. Where would you go?”

      She glared at me, the grogginess in her eyes finally clearing up. “To enact my revenge against those who betrayed me of course, you stupid child.”

      I opted to ignore that last part. After all, this was probably all new to her, being a powerless couch surfer and all. “And how exactly are you planning on doing that?”

      “I...”

      “Yeah, thought so. Let me clue you in here, Brig. You’re in High Moon, that town you not-so-accidentally unleashed the voiders upon last week. You have no money, no possessions save the clothes on your back, and I doubt you know how to drive. Oh, and the people one town over on either side would be more than happy to imprison your ass for all eternity, if not outright kill it.”

      “They wouldn’t dare.”

      “Care to test that? Thing is, I’m the only one keeping them from getting their hands on you. So, you can waltz out that door if you want, or you can accept my hospitality with good grace. The choice is yours. Take a minute and think about it.”

      Brigid was a lot of things, but stupid wasn’t one of them. I could see her mentally working things out and coming to the obvious conclusion.

      “Very well.” She stood up, wobbled for a second or two, but then swatted my hand away when I tried to steady her. “Do not touch me.”

      “Fine. You’re on your own.”

      She looked past me, her eyes settling on my brother. “You there. Show me to my quarters at once. I find my mind aflutter from the events of this day and thus require servicing.”

      “Servicing?” he replied.

      “Yes, you lout. You do understand what it is to please a female, do you not? I desire release so that I might rest. You may be a loathsome little daoine, but I suppose you’ll do.”

      “Really?”

      “No, not really.” I stepped between her and the loathsome little horndog. “We have a concept in this world known as jailbait. Don’t worry, I’ll explain it to you tomorrow. In the meantime, if you want release you’re on your own. Just be mindful that if you mess up the sheets, you’re the one cleaning them.” I turned to Justin. “Do you mind showing Queen Kong here to the guest bedroom? I have a feeling if I go up those stairs I’m not coming back down again.”

      He nodded. “Sure, not a problem.”

      “Great. Second door on the right. There’s a pull out day bed.”

      He gestured for her to follow, which she reluctantly did – after throwing me yet another dirty look.

      “Oh, and I’d better not find out there was any servicing going on.”

      Justin smiled at me from the top of the stairs, making this awful day feel just a tiny bit better. “As you wish, oh Princess of Monarchs.”

      And just like that my heart broke again. I managed to keep a stiff upper lip, though. No way did I want to show weakness in front of a fairy queen who was likely looking for any excuse to stab me in the back.

      Amazingly enough, though, as I stood there trying to hold it together, my brother put a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, are you all right?”

      “No. Not really.”

      “Did ... something happen between Mom and Dad?”

      I turned to face him. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “Whose fault was it?”

      I shrugged, not sure to answer.

      “I’m gonna guess it was Mom.” When I raised an eyebrow, he added, “Despite what you might think, I’m not an idiot. If it was Dad, you’d be making all the excuses in the world for him. I can see it in your face.”

      I considered making up something, but I’d promised him a while back there’d be no lies. “You’re not wrong. She’s the reason Riva isn’t Riva. She also did ... some things that ... well, kind of set us off. And then, well, I may have done some things to set them both off.”

      “So you’re saying it’s your fault, too?”

      “Maybe. All I know is tonight didn’t go as planned ... for anyone I think.”

      “Are ... do you think they’re going to be all right?”

      “Honestly? I don’t know. She may have crossed a line.”

      “But they love each other.”

      “I know, but sometimes love isn’t always enough.”

      Silence descended between us, broken only by the sound of loud complaining coming from upstairs. What a surprise, the accommodations weren’t up to snuff for her royal snootiness.

      “What are we going to do about her? And what about...?”

      I shook my head. “No idea. All I want to do right now is bury my face in a pillow and cry myself to sleep.”

      “Seriously, that’s it? That’s all you have?”

      I shrugged. “It’s been a long night.”

      “I get that, but what about after?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll make breakfast and wallow in front of the TV for a day or two.”

      “That’s pathetic. You know that, right?”

      I glared at him. “If you have any suggestions I’m all ears. And no, I’m not wanking off to comic books. That’s your thing.”

      “Well, for starters you could forget about moping and start working on a fucking plan to save your friend.”

      “Hey! Watch your...”

      “Hell, I might even help you, considering you’re a dim bulb and all.”

      I ignored the dig. “It’s ... not that easy.”

      He turned and grabbed me by both arms, giving me a shake or at least trying to. “Are you fucking for real?”

      I easily pulled away. “What the hell is your problem, dude?”

      “You are! Are you or are you not the same Tamara who saved us on Christmas Day while our aunt was trying to kill everyone?”

      “That’s different.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Riva’s soul isn’t stuck in Crescentwood. It’s trapped in the Garden.”

      “Oh, you mean the same Garden you saved our parents from? Or are we talking about some other garden?”

      “The same.”

      “Then what’s the issue?”

      “I have no way of getting there.”

      “Fuck that noise. You had no way of getting there last time, but you did anyway.”

      “Yeah, against my will.”

      “And yet you still managed to make it back home, or are you saying that was against your will, too? I mean, seriously, Tamara, how dumb can you be?”

      “I...” He was right. I’d thought tonight an utter failure. Yes, we’d saved the world, but I’d lost so much in getting there that it almost didn’t matter.

      The voiders were gone, yes, but did that really have to mean it was truly over?

      There were other portals out there, other covens. Hell, I had magic now. Sure, I didn’t know how to use it for much more than blasting the shit out of people, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t learn.

      The little turd had a point. Almost everything I’d done in the last year had seemed impossible ... until I’d done it anyway. Why did this have to be different?

      Hell, even if Maeve had battened down the hatches over in the Garden, that didn’t mean I couldn’t at least try to kick them down.

      I still needed to cry, to grieve, and to rage after all I’d lost this night. There was no doubt there. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t hold onto a sliver of hope as well – something to help guide me out of the darkness and back to the light.

      Tonight had felt like an ending to me, and perhaps that was true – but just because the match was over didn’t mean the entire tournament was.

      “Well?” Chris asked after another minute or two.

      “Anyone ever tell you that you’re not so bad for a friendless little troll?”

      “You’re okay, too, for a complete hoebag.”

      “Get over here, you little shit.” I grabbed him in another hug, meaning it with all my heart this time.

      “Everything okay?”

      I looked up at the sound of the voice to find Justin walking down the stairs. “How’s Brigid?”

      “About as unpleasant as you’d expect,” he said, reaching the main floor. “What about you two. Everything all right?”

      I reached out and dragged him into our little group hug, resting my head on his chest. “Yeah. It is now.”

      “Oh? What did you two talk about while I was gone?”

      “Nothing much. We were just discussing how we’re gonna get some sleep, then wake up tomorrow and figure out how to storm Fairy World, rescue Riva, and probably piss off their new queen in the process.”

      He let out a laugh. “Is that all? Are you sure you don’t want me to buy you dinner afterward?”

      “Nah, I’m good. What can I say? I’m a cheap date like that.”
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      Oof!

      I hit the ground hard, sliding to a halt in the unforgiving frozen dirt. Pushing myself to my knees, I tasted blood before spitting out a tooth.

      Goddamn it! That had better grow back.

      I could only imagine the dental bill otherwise. Guess it was a good thing I was still listed on my parents’ insurance.

      Still, that would have to wait for now, as the massive bear shifter – nine feet of muscle, fur, and teeth – charged me once again.

      I probably deserved this on some level. When I’d declared myself the new mystical guardian of High Moon, taking over following Chief Johnson’s death, I’d thrown it out there as a warning for anyone listening.

      Sadly, I should’ve also figured some would take it as a challenge.

      Of course, this might’ve been personal, too, I considered as I just barely sidestepped the mammoth beast – lashing out and catching it in the side of the head with my elbow as it lumbered past me.

      The shifter stumbled to a halt dazed, giving me a chance to catch my breath as I...

      Snort.

      What the...?

      I turned and leapt out of the way, just as a bipedal wereboar charged me from the shadows. Sadly, there was no time to worry about pesky things like grace or good aim, so by saving myself I Instead ended up slamming into a tree – bloodying my nose in the process.

      Where the hell did that asshole come from?

      I’d neither heard nor smelled it until it was almost too late.

      Nevertheless, seeing it here fighting alongside not-so-gentle Ben clued me in that this was almost certainly personal.

      After all, according to my father anyway, shifters didn’t normally work with other shifters, at least not without extenuating circumstances. And I had no reason to think he’d been lying.

      Shifters like lycanthropes were both paranoid and cliquish – unless called to a greater purpose.

      Too bad I’d kinda been responsible for said greater purpose.

      Barely a week ago, I’d summoned all the packs, herds, and whatnot I could get, for what was known in their mythology as a Great Hunt. Our goal had been simple – to save the world from the voiders, creatures trying to cut Earth off from the multiverse.

      We’d succeeded, but it had been a costly victory. In the end, dozens, maybe even hundreds had perished at their hands – so many lives snuffed out by the horrific power of our foes.

      The sheer loss of life was terrible enough, but then Brad Morgan – a prick of a werewolf and the former beta of the pack I’d led until recently – had called me out, telling them all I was to blame for the massacre.

      As much of an asshole as he’d been that night, I was forced to admit he wasn’t entirely wrong. The losses had been too great to count, leaving me with no idea how many had gone home knowing they’d lost friends and loved ones.

      It was only now, however, that I realized I should’ve asked another question. How many hadn’t gone home at all, but had instead waited around for a chance to enact their revenge?

      After all, love was an incredible thing. It could mend fences and cross vast distances to bring people together. Hate, on the other hand, could be equally as motivating. And in this case, the object of that hate had a name – Tamara Bentley. I was a forbidden hybrid between two warring races, making me an abomination in the eyes of many. So when it came to people to blame, I was an easy...

      Ow! Fuck!

      A rat shifter leapt from the nearby bushes and chomped down on my hand. Then, a moment later, two more of its buddies scrambled out from the shadows as I tried to pry the first off.

      Goddamn! This thing better not have rabies.

      The only saving grace here was that nobody was around to witness it, nobody human anyway. The woods to the north of Swallowtail Lake were neither as dense as the hollows of Morganberg nor did they share its reputation of being haunted. Still, it was after ten PM on a work night in rural Pennsylvania, not to mention late February – meaning the chances of us being overseen by any of the locals were slim at best.

      Or at least I hoped they were. After all, someone had put in a call to the police tonight complaining about lights in the woods, as I’d heard while listening in on the freshly acquired police scanner sitting in my bedroom at home.

      I’d almost ignored it, thinking the High Moon PD would do a cursory drive by, find out it was some kids screwing around, and that would be it. But then I’d guilted myself into going out and checking on things anyway, as that was what I was supposed to do as this town’s self-appointed guardian.

      Now I found myself stuck between being glad I had, and wishing to God I’d stayed in my room and gone to bed instead.

      I pried the rat’s teeth from my hand and threw it at its companions, scattering them. Then I turned, prepared to deal with the two larger ones – expecting them to both be ready for round two.

      I mean, I couldn’t blame them for seeking some payback, but I wasn’t about to lie down and play dead for them either.

      Neither was anywhere to be seen, though.

      I took a quick sniff of the air to try and pinpoint them, only to realize their scents had disappeared as well.

      What the?

      Either I was stuffed up with the mother of all sinus infections, or something was...

      Ugh!

      I cried out as four heavy claws raked my side. It was the bear shifter taking a swipe at me as it raced past ... only to disappear into the shadows again?

      What the hell? Was I dealing with some kind of stealth grizzly here?

      Now where did it...? Fuck!

      The boar hit me from behind, lowering its head and taking me out at the legs – ripping a gash along my thigh before it too vanished again in the woods.

      I wasn’t sure what the hell was going on, but I needed to put an end to these hit and run tactics before they wore me down enough to...

      “Aaargh!”

      A wererat latched onto my face before I could get up, tearing into my cheek and sending rivulets of blood running down my face.

      It hurt like a motherfucker, but that was nothing compared to what I was going to do to it.

      Grabbing hold of the fucker before it could run off, I kipped up from the ground before its buddies joined it in taking a bite out of me. Then I gave the asshole a squeeze, hard enough to convince it that letting go was a good idea.

      Blood oozing from multiple spots, I held it at arm’s length and stared it in the eye.

      “Listen up, you squeaking little shit. You’re going to tell me what’s going on, or so help me I will pop you like a... Urf!”

      A large fur-covered arm grabbed me from behind, wrapping around my neck in a chokehold and cutting off my air.

      So that’s the way it’s gonna be.

      I was done playing Ms. Nice Guardian. If these assholes wanted to tango, then I was going to give them the last dance of their lives – starting with the dickhead behind me, who obviously didn’t realize I was more than adept at escaping from such a...

      Ouch!

      Something sharp jabbed me in the back, but it wasn’t either teeth or claws. This felt more like ... a needle?

      Whatever was holding me let go and gave me a shove, sending me tumbling face first to the ground. I lost my grip on the rat shifter – who was good enough to give my hand one last bite before skittering out from under me.

      Son of a...

      I turned over, certain another attack was coming, only to find a werewolf standing there. It looked down at me, its yellow eyes glaring into mine. Sure enough, its clawed hand held an oversized syringe, the kind you’d expect to tranquilize a horse with.

      I was no horse, though. And if this idiot thought that drugging me would...

      I tried to climb back to my feet, only to double over as a wave of nausea passed through me – causing my stomach to clench.

      In the next second or two, my innards heaved again and I emptied my guts upon the frozen ground.

      What in the name of...?

      The sound of rippling flesh caught my ears and I turned to see the werewolf assume its human form. Sadly, the smug face grinning at me wasn’t much of an improvement.

      Brad!

      The back-stabbing asshole. My last act as leader of the Morganberg werewolf pack had been to exile him. At the time, I’d been told it was a fate worse than death.

      Guess I needed to rethink that stance, since dead shitheads were far less likely to show up looking for revenge.

      Sadly, my head needed to stop spinning long enough for me to make good on that threat.

      “The needle’s made of Brighdril, in case you’re wondering,” he said, glancing down at it before tossing it away. “Probably overkill, but sweet little Lacy wanted to be certain it didn’t break before delivering the goods.”

      “L-Lacy?” I sputtered, trying not to puke all over myself as I finally got to my feet.

      “You probably don’t remember me,” a female voice replied from seemingly out of nowhere. “We only met twice, and that was years ago.”

      The space around us flashed with multihued light, the air shimmering as if it had been superheated. Then figures appeared in the darkness, just barely visible in the moonlight shining down from above. I made out five others, all of them naked like Brad – the other shifters who’d attacked me, now in their human guises.

      As for why I could now see them, it had to have been magic – some kind of illusion cast around me to cancel out sight, sound, and smell. All in all, a pretty impressive incantation.

      There was only one problem. Shifters didn’t use magic, at least not like this. That meant...

      A petite form, shorter than my five foot three inch frame and with a wispier build, stepped out from behind a stand of trees. She had long brown hair and wore a white robe, similar to those worn by the Draíodóir during our confrontation with the voiders.

      She continued forward seemingly unafraid, until she was right in front of me.

      “Hello, Tamara. My name is Lacy Byrne.”

      Byrne?!

      She smiled as recognition hit my face. “That’s right. Your old doctor, Clay Byrne, he was my father. And because of you, now he’s dead.”

      She slapped me across the face. The blow should’ve been nothing, a mosquito sting if even that. But my head rocked back and I once again fell on my ass, my cheek stinging from the hit. How?

      Oh no!  “T-The syringe...”

      “You get it, don’t you?” she replied, looking down at me. “All of his files became mine after he passed, and do you know what I found in them? Some very interesting things about you – including how to get past your defenses and leave you weak as a kitten.”

      “Imagine my surprise when she approached me after you kicked me out,” Brad said with a chuckle. “Never thought I’d be glad to work with a Draíodóir, but there you have it. I guess you got your wish after all, freak.”

      “Speaking of wishes...,” she added.

      He nodded. “That’s right. Now it’s our turn. And believe me, we are gonna have some fun here tonight.”

      “Just promise me one thing before you get started,” the witch said to him while looking at me with naked contempt in her eyes.

      “What’s that?”

      “It needs to be messy, and I want it to hurt.”
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Well, there you have it, the penultimate chapter of Tamara Bentley’s saga. I hope you enjoyed it and are looking forward to the big finale as much as I am.

      Likewise, I hope you cheered, jeered, and maybe even shed a tear along the way, because if there’s one thing I’m sure we can agree on it’s that a lot happened to Tamara as she made her way from the campus of Bailey University back to High Moon.

      And yes, I am well aware there’s plenty of questions left unanswered, but that’s what finales are for – a chance to bring it all together and hopefully wrap up most, if not all, loose ends.

      As for me, I think my favorite part of this book was merging Tamara’s school life – as first glimpsed in Hell-Bent (a Hybrid of High Moon Adventure) – and her home life, making those two worlds collide, even if the majority of the story takes place during the latter.

      By the way, if you’re unfamiliar with the book I just referenced, it’s available on my website as a freebie for joining my mailing list. Yeah, I know, it’s cheesy to say that, but the reality is there’s no penalty whatsoever for grabbing the free stuff and then immediately unsubscribing, so I’ll afford myself a little self-pimping here.

      That out of the way...

      I mentioned my favorite part, but it would only be fair to mention the bittersweet as well. I have to admit, saying goodbye to Chief Johnson was rough. He only appeared in a handful of scenes throughout the series, but he was a lot of fun to write for each and every moment he appeared on the page. Alas, he joins other characters from what I’ve come to call the Bent-verse, like Grandma Nelly and Arjun Kale – all of whom got to shine brightly for a few brief pages but whose stories were cut short by the sheer circumstance of living in and around three towns cursed by the extranormal.

      Such is life in High Moon and the surrounding area.

      Nevertheless, I take great joy in writing this series and its characters – both long and short lived. It is an absolute blast for me whenever I’m able to walk the streets of High Moon, explore the hollows, or sneak a peek at a forbidden Draíodóir ritual.

      I hope you’ll join me once more for the grand finale of The Hybrid of High Moon.

      Until then...

      

      -Rick G
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