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    CHAPTER ONE: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Why the ‘ell do you look like me wife?”  
 
    For a moment, or maybe an eternity, Isaak’s question hung in the air, even more choking and impossible to grasp than the sunfire smoke that had followed Rahm and I through the portal I’d just opened between our apartment’s burning bathroom and the Gladwell mansion’s foyer. Opened and then closed without a second thought because I’d just assumed that Castle would be here visiting her shifter girlfriend Victoria and would, after killing us for setting her home on fire, be perfectly capable of returning our bodies to Broken Wand.  
 
    But since my assumption that Isaak Belhollow was still dead and buried had just been proven untrue, I had a sinking feeling we wouldn’t be seeing Castle or Victoria anytime soon. Because Isaak was definitely dead, and he was definitely buried, and he was definitely standing about ten feet away with the broad side of one razor-sharp claw pressed beneath my kneeling cousin’s quivering chin. The expression of joyful terror Rahm had worn only seconds before was quickly melting into sickened betrayal.  
 
    “Your wife?!” Rahm sprang to his feet, boldly pushing Isaak’s hand aside. The two stairsteps in between them evened out their considerable difference in height so that Rahm was glaring directly into the shorter boy’s startled brown eyes. “You married your sister?!” 
 
    Isaak flushed a furious shade of purple and sank his claws into the wilted lapels of Rahm’s brown leather jacket, yanking him close. “She’s not me sister! She ain’t never been me sister! Just ‘cause our parents—” He grimaced, baring his teeth. “We ain’t even steps!” 
 
    Rahm’s eyes bulged, and he lifted both hands in surrender. “Sorry! Sorry. Not your sister. My sister. I meant my sister.” Rahm smacked his lips as if he’d tasted something unspeakably bitter. “You… married my sister.” 
 
    Isaak’s dark eyebrows crumpled toward his nose, which sat sharp and slender between his broad cheeks. I knew from the photo of Belhollow on Remi’s nightstand that he’d gotten that nose from his mother, along with the shape of his eyes and the set of his mouth, but two extra years of adolescence had lessened their resemblance somewhat, bringing out more—I presumed—of his late mage father around his ears and jaw. He’d been cute as a tragic teenage ghost, but he was honestly kind of hot as a big, ragged hole in the fabric of time.  
 
    It was the adorable little quantum glitch on his right shoulder that had really turned my world inside out though. Frozen in a crouch on the opposite side of the stairs, my soul was shivering so hard that my flesh barely even registered my clinging pajamas and sopping wet hair. The infant wolf scrabbled wildly at the soiled white cloth protecting Isaak’s tight black shirt, his somewhat oversized paws bunching the flimsy material beneath them as he tried to climb his distracted caretaker like a bear cub scaling a tree.  
 
    No. His distracted daddy.  
 
    That was the word Isaak had just used to describe himself—right before using the word wife to describe someone who could only be Remi. My already painfully dizzied mind spun faster and faster, slinging everything I unfortunately knew about shifter reproduction up against the walls of my skull like some sort of nightmare centrifuge, separating the facts from what had to be fiction. Only Remi could have… but Remi loved Laith… she would never… 
 
    No. Of course she would.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut. Before Belhollow’s ghost set her free from the forced fate bond with Daniel, Remi had been willing to have his baby in order to break the damn curse. Not because she wanted to overrun the earth with shifters and wipe out all the witches like Chairman Helms had dreamed of, but simply because she couldn’t bear the thought of having the power to fix something for her friends—for Laith—and refusing to do it.  
 
    So yeah, it was actually pretty easy to imagine a world where Isaak never died and Remi chose him to be her baby daddy. Hadn’t Rahm been lamenting the loss of that very option just a few hours ago? Right before Castle told us—  
 
    Oh. Oh no.  
 
    The curse… Aunt Rhea… new baby… Rahm’s feverish dismay… Isaak’s melted bear… I flashed back to the crack of pain when my cousin’s elbow connected with my nose. The flickering of the apartment lights. His tantrum when he realized the translocation handprint wasn’t working anymore—because he’d thrown the toy bear into it.  
 
    For one brief shining moment, the oh no vanished, and I felt positively giddy with relief. This wasn’t my fault! I hadn’t accidentally opened a door into another dimension; we were already in one by the time Rahm started the fire. My magic had worked perfectly, even without a wand. I’d envisioned the front door of the Gladwell mansion, performed the necessary gestures, and that’s exactly where we were.  
 
    Only… if the apartment itself had acted like some sort of TARDIS, hurtling us through space and time in the blink of an eye, then getting home would mean going back. To a Broken Wand Academy that Henry Wallace would have no reason to control.  
 
    Oh, hell no.  
 
    Bile bubbled into the back of my throat, tasting faintly of the cocoa I’d been sipping hours earlier when Braden said he didn’t want to take me to the stupid Cupid’s Cotillion. From here, I could see that perhaps my reaction had been a little unfair. Not everyone could have instant inescapable chemistry like Remi and Laith… or Castle and Victoria… or Aunt Rhea and Diego… I forced my eyes open, disgusted with myself for letting one mediocre man consume my every thought across multiple timelines. 
 
    And immediately cursed the entire St. James family out loud.  
 
    The boys didn’t even blink much less break their smoldering eye contact. Isaak’s claws remained tangled in Rahm’s coat collar, and Rahm’s right hand was now gripping Isaak’s corded wrist. Their shoulders rose and fell in almost perfect unison, nostrils flaring with each heavy breath. Animal energy crackled in the space between them, lifting the thick black hair along Isaak’s forearms as if he were going to shift. Rahm swallowed and licked his lips as if he were going to—  
 
    The puppy yipped. 
 
    Isaak released Rahm with a light shove that sent him stumbling down a few steps. Rahm quickly grabbed the banister with his left hand while his right hand slowly reached for the back of his goose-pimpled neck. Isaak did the same, wincing when his claws pricked his own skin. He sheathed the weapons with a quick flex of his fingers and moved that hand to tenderly cup his crying cub’s head. 
 
    “Me wife ain’t got no brother,” Isaak said gruffly, rolling his shoulders as if working out a muscle cramp. “Reckon I’d know.” 
 
    Rahm froze in the middle of a similar motion, his head tilted at an unnatural angle that highlighted the shallow red scratch Isaak had left along his lightly stubbled jaw. His eyes fluttered shut, and he nodded as if this all made perfect sense now.  
 
    “Right.” He took a deep breath and let it out as a weak whistle. “I never existed, so you never died.” He cast his eyes toward the high ceiling with a dark laugh. “Thanks for the confirmation, Clarence!” 
 
    “Clarence?” Isaak warily followed Rahm’s gaze. “Are there more of you then?” 
 
    “What? No!” Rahm raked his fingers through his wet hair. “It’s just—It’s a Wonderful Life?” 
 
    Isaak stared at him blankly.  
 
    “Oh, come on. You know this.” Rahm dropped his hand, leaving his hair attractively disheveled—at least according to the way someone’s eyes flicked guiltily toward and away from it while Rahm launched obliviously into one of his classic family film spiels. “Frank Capra? Jimmy Stewart? Clarence the aspiring angel gets his wings because he keeps George Bailey from killing himself by showing him how awful life would be for everyone else if he’d never been born? It’s the seventh best Christmas movie of all time?” 
 
    “Um… we don’t really do Christmas.” Isaak shrugged. “Or movies, really.” 
 
    Rahm’s jaw dropped, stretching the scratch until it oozed fresh blood. He wiped it away, muttering, “Well, at least something around here is worse without me. But it’s supposed to be everything!” He planted his hands on his hips, tilted his head back, and shouted, “You can forget those wings, pal!” 
 
    “Stop it!” Isaak hissed. “What’s the matter with you? Are you drunk or just daft? You can’t be in here.” He pointed at the door we’d just come through, and on closer inspection, I noticed a tiny snowbank piled on the outer sill of the stained-glass window depicting a two-headed wolf-bear. “Go back to campus!” 
 
    “We’re not from campus,” Rahm said irritably. “And I’m sorry, this might be a rude question, but it’s very distracting—why the hell are you British here?” 
 
    “Because… I’m British… everywhere?” Isaak’s whole face scrunched up as he tilted his head. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I told you. I’m your wife’s brother.” Rahm’s wet jacket squeaked as he hugged his arms around his chest. “Rahm St. James. And this—” He gestured blithely at me. “This is Meena. My wife.” 
 
    My jaw just about hit the stairs, but before I could reflexively denounce this outrageous lie, Isaak’s dark eyes finally flicked toward me. My mouth snapped shut. I pressed against the banister posts, feeling like a cornered animal on my hands and knees but terrified that any attempt to stand would be regarded as an attack. Isaak wasn’t just any old bear with a baby; he was a Belhollow with a baby. And unlike Rahm, I knew better than to play with fire.  
 
    But Isaak’s sharp look softened. “What happened to your face?” 
 
    “Huh?” I squeaked, even as my fingertips brushed the damp crust under my throbbing nose. They came away covered in fresh blood, and I ran my tongue over my upper lip, gratefully tasting the salty proof of my ongoing existence. We were a long way from home, but we weren’t dead yet. 
 
    “Oi!” Isaak shouted at Rahm. “Did you hit her? Did you hit your wife?” 
 
    “What?! No!” Rahm frantically shook his head and moved to help me up. “I mean, it was an accident…” 
 
    Isaak thrust his massive left arm in between us and glowered Rahm back against the opposite banister. “Yeah, I’ve heard that before. Now you just stay put, mister, while I have a word with the lady.” 
 
    “It was an accident!” Rahm whined, lifting both hands again. “Meena, tell him! I was only throwing something at the wall!” 
 
    “Oh, you was just throwin’ somethin’ at the wall, huh? Got yourself a right bad temper, don’t you?” Isaak snorted and flashed his claws at Rahm once more. “Don’t. Move.” 
 
    “He’s telling the truth,” I rasped, finding my voice way more smoke-damaged than I expected. I coughed and rubbed my tender throat, suddenly so desperate for water that I considered slurping on my wet shirt.  
 
    Isaak kept his claws pointed at Rahm while he came down the stairs in a backward diagonal toward me. When his butt bumped up against the banister, he flexed his fingers, and the claws disappeared. Without taking his eyes off Rahm, he held his now perfectly normal hand down in front of my face. I accepted the offer, not because I really needed the help but because I really needed to feel his realness for myself.  
 
    The hand did not disappoint. His palm radiated warmth. His pulse fluttered steadily in the calloused tips of his meaty fingers. I could sense the enormous supernatural strength lurking just beyond the gentle tug that pulled me to my feet, and in spite of everything, I suddenly felt… safe.  
 
    Like, really, really safe. Intensely safe. It was a feeling I’d come to associate with Remi over the holidays as she slowly settled into the very same powers this living, breathing Isaak would have inherited last October when he turned eighteen. Was this how Remi had felt around Belhollow? Because if this feeling came in cuddly southern mama bear packaging, then maybe I could see… 
 
    Wait.  
 
    Why would Isaak be British here? He’d spent all but the first four years of his life sequestered in the Gladwell Academy, shrouded in the foggy shadows of the Great Smoky Mountains, an area perhaps most famous for having gifted the world with Dolly Parton, who most definitely did not have a British accent.  
 
    “Tell me the truth,” Isaak said quietly, turning his whole body to shield me from my shady new husband. “Were you tryin’ to get away from him? Did you come here for help? ‘Cause I’ll kill him right now and have it over with for you. Nobody ought to live like that.” 
 
    “No, we’re just… lost.” I placed a reassuring hand on his wrist. It was almost as hairy as Remi’s legs had gotten by the time we’d said goodbye in early January. I really didn’t want to know that, but she had leaned into the bathroom while I was getting ready that last morning and asked if I wanted to see her new winter coat. I said yes, naively believing she’d actually bought herself something nice to wear in Europe.  
 
    She had not.  
 
    But being weird was how Remi said, “I love you and I’m going to miss you,” and I could only hope that throwing my spit-covered toothbrush at her smirking face had adequately conveyed the depth of my own feelings about parting ways.  
 
    My heart squeezed into my singed throat, pushing out a choked whimper. What if that was the last time— 
 
    “There, there.” Isaak gently patted my hand. “It’s alright, love. I really don’t mind.” 
 
    Rahm’s blanched, bug-eyed face hovered a few feet behind Isaak’s left shoulder, perfectly framed between his nephew’s black, button-flap ears, which stood out starkly from the rest of his brownish-gray puppy fluff. I could already tell that once he grew up and shed out, my little cousin was going to look more like his uncle than his mother. 
 
    My knees abruptly buckled under the weight of that word.  
 
    It was one thing to deduce that the puppy was Remi’s child; it was another thing entirely to grasp that Remi was the puppy’s mom. Like, not only had she been through the whole unsettling process of getting him here, but now she was having to, like, I don’t know, sing him to sleep and stuff, which was… maybe even more unsettling? I was accustomed to a Remi whose idea of tender loving care was getting me so drunk that our ancestor offering wound up dripping with human blood.  
 
    “That’s it,” Isaak growled, catching my elbow right before I fell. “This ends now.” 
 
    “No!” I cried, grabbing hold of his bear-sized biceps. My fingers sank into soft flesh and touched what felt like granite underneath. Isaak froze, his gaze dropping to the hand that was most in danger of touching his cub. I gulped but didn’t let go. 
 
    If he really wanted to kill Rahm, I wouldn’t be able to stop him without a bolt of red magic, which meant I had about five seconds to convince him he really did not want to kill Rahm, or else I’d have to say goodbye to my cousin since I couldn’t very well open fire on a man holding a child. 
 
    “Please,” I begged, imbuing my voice with a pitiful little tremble that, until very recently, had never failed to scramble my father’s resolve when it conflicted with my own. “He really didn’t mean to hurt me.” 
 
    Isaak heaved an exasperated sigh. The dramatic shoulder slump cost the cub all his hard won climbing progress, so he lashed out with a squeaky nip in the direction of his dad’s neck. Isaak met the snapping jaws with his scruffy chin, grinning instead of wincing as tiny fangs raked through his whiskers. He planted a kiss on the little black nose, earning a flurry of forgiving tail wags. The look of pure delight that passed between father and child pierced a part of my heart that was… totally irrelevant at the moment. 
 
    Ugh. Get it together, Song. 
 
    “Please,” I repeated, fluttering my wet eyelashes and squeezing those enormous arms. “He didn’t mean to. And we didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “Listen, I understand, I really do.” Isaak soothed, gently squeezing my elbow. “You think you can change him, but you can’t, love. He’s only going to change you.” He inhaled sharply and then hung his head. The pup pawed at his cheek, but this time Isaak brushed him off. When he looked up at me, his big brown eyes were brimming with guilt. “Has he, um, already changed you some? Is that why you’re here in the middle of the night?” 
 
    I stared at him, mouth slightly ajar, unsure how to even question those words much less answer them. Was he asking if Rahm had… turned me into a werewolf? Because that wasn’t a thing shifters could do in our world, but maybe—? 
 
    “I mean…” Isaak blushed and lowered his voice, “Are you needing to get verified?” 
 
    “V-verified?” I stuttered, glancing at Rahm to see if he had any idea what that meant. But his now perpetually bugged eyes said nope. I slowly shook my head. “Um…” 
 
    Isaak followed my gaze over his shoulder and frowned. Then he rolled his neck with another funny shiver and looked back at me with an even guiltier expression than before. “Are you expecting?” 
 
    I blinked. That was so embarrassingly far outside the realm of possibility that I only fully grasped his meaning when Rahm made a silent but dramatic show of gagging behind Isaak’s back. As if he weren’t the one who had just claimed me as his bride like… like some sort of alpha wolf asshole in a steamy romance novel that I had… um, definitely never read because that would be very weird under the circumstances, but if I had been driven to such lengths by my boyfriend’s complete lack of animal magnetism, the role of the sexy brute who couldn’t resist me certainly would not have been played by my cousin.  
 
    However… 
 
    “Yes!” I forced what I hoped came across as a cautiously giddy smile. “Yes. That’s exactly why we came here. I think I might be… that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaak huffed, his human nostrils flaring in a way that reminded me of Remi’s bear, which made everything about this twice as freaky. He looked at my busted nose and shook his head. “Well, he ain’t fit for fatherhood, so—”  
 
    “Hey!” I dug my nails into Isaak’s arms as the heartbreaking talk I’d been having with Rahm right before all this happened came rushing back to mind. He already inexplicably believed his mom and sister didn’t want him around their future children. The absolute last thing he needed was to leave here with that cruel voice in his head sounding like Isaak. “That’s not true! You don’t know him!” 
 
    “Oh, believe me, I do.” Isaak’s eyes darkened. “Look, Meena, is it? I understand, he’s very pretty, but if this is how he treats you, then—” 
 
    “Stop.” I shook my head fiercely. “You’re very sweet, and I appreciate your concern, especially under the circumstances, but there is no one more devoted to his family than Rahm. Anyone would be—I mean, we are so lucky to have him.” 
 
    And luckily, since we were probably destined to spend our golden years platonically co-parenting a precocious, red-headed daughter we mail-ordered from a Canadian orphanage to help work the family farm after everyone else got married and moved away, I wholeheartedly believed that. But here and now, I needed Isaak to believe my cousin and I were happily married and fully mated, so I moved one hand to my flat stomach for dramatic effect.  
 
    Isaak softened at the gesture, but only for a moment. Then his eyes bounced back to my nose, brows stubbornly furrowed. “But—” 
 
    “You are so, so chivalrous,” I said, fluttering my lashes again. “But I promise it was an accident. My husband just got so excited when I told him the news that he—” 
 
    “Threw somethin’?” Isaak narrowed his eyes, searching mine for lies. 
 
    “Yes!” Rahm’s voice cracked. He cleared his throat and mumbled gruffly, “My football.” 
 
    Isaak peered suspiciously over his shoulder at my noodle-limbed cousin. “An American football?” 
 
    “Of course,” Rahm answered in that same rough voice. He lowered his arms and folded them over his chest, flexing his average-sized biceps a little. “What else?” 
 
    “Do you play then?” Isaak asked, incredulous. “‘Cause I might’ve pegged you for real football, but American— 
 
    “Well, not professionally.” Rahm casually tossed wet hair from his eyes, only it was wet so it didn’t actually go anywhere, and he just looked like he had a weird tic. He quickly peeled the strand to one side. “Anymore.” 
 
    I took the opportunity to roll my eyes while Isaak’s attention lingered on Rahm in his dripping leather jacket, see-through T-shirt, and water-logged sweatpants for an amount of time that felt a wee bit longer than strictly necessary to gauge his athletic prowess.  
 
    “Huh,” Isaak finally grunted in the back of his throat, and then turned back to me, once again rubbing his neck. “You swear that’s the truth?” 
 
    “Well, it was actually just his wolf’s favorite squeaky toy.” I shot Rahm my most condescending hot-sitcom-wife-married-to-a-grubby-dumbass look. We needed to keep our lies within the realm of possibility. “But yes, that’s what happened. It was like a victory dance, you know? And he accidentally elbowed me in the nose. He feels terrible.” 
 
    “Terrible?!” Rahm moaned. “Don’t water it down, darling. When I saw all that blood…” He shuddered and covered his face with both hands. “If anything’s happened to our daughter…”  
 
    “Daughter?” Isaak’s wide eyes darted to my midsection. “How far along—” 
 
    “For the last time, sweetie,” I hissed at Rahm. “We don’t know that yet.” I rolled my eyes affectionately for Isaak’s sake. “He really wants a girl.” 
 
    Isaak smirked and ruffled his son’s fur. “Not a chip off the ol’ block to throw the pigskin around with, eh?” 
 
    “Excuse me?!” I crossed my arms and scowled. “Girls can play football too, you know. I actually tried out for my high school—”  
 
    “But the lines were pink,” Rahm argued loudly. “So, yeah, as I was saying, if anything’s happened to our daughter—” 
 
    “Rahm,” I growled, slapping one hand over my eyes. “That’s not how… just no, honey.” 
 
    “Yes, angel,” Rahm insisted, spreading his arms wide. “Pink lines mean girl. Blue lines mean boy. Everyone knows—” 
 
    “It’s not a gender reveal cake!” I snapped. “And we’re not even sure there is a baby. The second line was very faint. That’s why we’re here, remember? To get verified?” 
 
    I widened my eyes at Rahm. This was obviously not a viable long-term ruse, so he needed to chill with the dramatic flair, or we were going to come out of this looking like the liars we were. Isaak’s mother was, like, the school nurse or something, so she probably had plenty of tests on hand in this post-curse world.  
 
    “Right,” Rahm said slowly, still looking genuinely confused. “But why the hell are some pink and some blue if—”  
 
    “Rahm!” I shouted, and his mouth snapped shut. “Different. Brands. Babe.”  
 
    “Well,” Isaak chuckled uncomfortably. “You’ve convinced me you’re happily married, but I’m afraid you’ll have to wait in line for verification with everyone else before class on Monday. Those are the rules. No exceptions.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” I tried to look sufficiently disappointed and not totally relieved. Or weirded out. Because that was definitely one of the weirdest things I’d ever heard anybody say, and I’d literally had an old wizard find me at work and tell me I was magic. I quickly pushed the weirdness to the back of my mind though because this had actually worked out perfectly. Now we had an excuse to leave, and as soon as we did, we could start figuring out how to get back into Broken Wand without running into any mortal enemies who might still be alive in this dimension.  
 
    “But we’re not students,” Rahm said. “And I really don’t know if poofing back and forth is good for the baby, so we should probably just stay—”  
 
    “Poofing?” Isaak stiffened, clutching the cub to his chest so tightly that it could no longer squirm. “What’s that supposed to mean?”  
 
    “Sorry.” Rahm rolled his eyes. “Translocating.” 
 
    “But you can’t—shifters can’t—” His eyes flicked to the locked front door and the puddle of toilet water that had followed us in. He swore. “Are you witches?!” His voice pitched higher. “Did you trick—” 
 
    “Relax.” Rahm waved a dismissive hand, leaning against the banister with renewed but entirely undue confidence, all things considered. “I’m both. Same as you and your wife.” He smacked his lips as if he’d tasted something bitter again. “My sister.” 
 
    Isaak swallowed hard. His eyes studied Rahm’s features as if searching for some chink in the obvious genetic link between the St. James twins. But there was none to be found in their human forms. Eyes, ears, nose, mouth, cheekbones, jawline, hair color and texture—they were both carbon copies of their father.  
 
    Goosebumps erupted across the back of Isaak’s neck, each one dotted with a nub of black fur. Gasping, I stumbled down to the next step before his blossoming bear had a chance to shove me. But the thump of my feet must have brought him back to his senses because suddenly the fur receded. 
 
    “And your wife?” Isaak jerked his head at me. “What’s she?” 
 
    “Hey, I can answer for my—”  
 
    “A shifter, of course,” Rahm cut me off with a sharp, pointed look. “She’d have to be to carry my cub, now wouldn’t she?” 
 
    Inwardly, I cringed. Outwardly, I stared at the baby wolf hovering right in front of my face. How could I have forgotten such an unsettling detail? The curse had only been broken for shifter-shifter pairings because it had only ever applied to shifter-shifter pairings. While it had turned out that male witches could father hybrid children with female shifters, the reverse had never been possible because, well, cubs.  
 
    All the more reason for us to be going now.  
 
    “Right, of course.” Isaak shook his head as if waking himself from a dream. “Sorry. This has all been a bit… strange. What was all that nonsense you were prattling on about before? Christmas and Clarence…”  
 
    “Oh, that.” Rahm laughed and tugged on his shirt collar. “That was nothing. Sometimes… sometimes after I poof… I get confused and think I’m Jimmy Stewart, haha. Yeah. It’s, er, definitely a bit strange.”  
 
    “Rahm,” I said with all the dangerous, hot-sitcom-wife authority I could muster. “I think, in our excitement, we’ve been quite rude, and this young man has been more than patient with us, so let’s just head home and come back Monday. The baby will be fine.” 
 
    Rahm flashed me a patronizing smile. “But we haven’t seen my sister yet.” 
 
    “And you’re not going to,” Isaak said brusquely. “Your wife is right. Translocation is perfectly safe. Come back Monday, and I’ll have talked this brother business over with me mum. She’ll know if there’s any way it could be true.” 
 
    “It’s obviously true!” Rahm gestured at his face. “You saw it right away!” 
 
    Isaak chewed on his lip. “It’s uncanny, yeah, but—just come back Monday, okay?” 
 
    Rahm sucked his cheeks in. “I want to see—” 
 
    “Rahm!” I held out my hand. “We need to go. I’m… I’m feeling a bit faint. I think the baby wants to go home.” 
 
    “Wait.” Isaak touched my shoulder. “At least let me fix your face.” 
 
    “Oh.” I blinked. “You can do that?” 
 
    “‘Course I can. Diana gets her damn nose broken at least once a month.” He rolled his eyes, and then quickly added, “Not by me.” 
 
    “Oh, no, I didn’t think…” I trailed off in a hiss of pain as my own fingers prodded the crooked, swollen bump of my nose. “Wait. Who’s Diana?” 
 
    The puppy, who had gone very still for the last few minutes, jolted back into action with a high-pitched yelp that made us all wince. His tiny little paws started bunching up the burp cloth again, and his head flailed from side to side, pointy nose jerking back and forth like the needle of a metronome. The yelping intensified, echoing all the way up to the chandelier hanging four stories overheard. 
 
    Isaak cast a nervous glance upward as he folded his left hand over the puppy’s head, trying to hold him still. He pushed his own lips into the shape of an exaggerated kiss, rapidly breathing out the sound sh-sh-sh-sh-sh. Something I’d seen plenty of people do to soothe their dog or their baby, but never their dog who was also their actual baby. 
 
    I wondered if the puppy was trying to shift. How often did he go back and forth? I knew it was possible for shifters to be born in their animal form, but I’d gotten the distinct impression that once the cord was cut, they became human and stayed that way until adulthood. This was no ordinary child though. Not only were his parents both shifter-witch mutts, but a Belhollow-St. James genetic cross seemed destined to do whatever the hell he wanted.  
 
    “Oi, stop it, Dice,” Isaak scolded. “You’ll wake your gran.” 
 
    “Gran?!” Rahm’s face contorted with dismay. “She went with Gran?! What was wrong with Gigi? What was wrong with Nonna?” 
 
    Isaak frowned. “What’s wrong with Gran?” 
 
    “Um, she’s fifty, not a hundred?” Rahm spread his arms wide. “We’re not doing Gran anymore! It’s 2020! Gran is over. Gran is canceled. It’s grancelled, okay?” Rahm slapped his forehead, pushing back strands of wet hair. “Come on, y’all. Honey Bear was right there. So cute. So fresh.” 
 
    Isaak chuckled and whispered in his son’s ear, “Well, he don’t know Gran, that’s for sure.” 
 
    There wasn’t any time to consider what those words might have meant because Dice responded by bracing his front paws on his father’s collarbone, throwing back his head, and releasing another soul-piercing howl. Isaak and I both cringed at the close-range, high-pitched outburst, but through my squinting eyelids, I caught a blurry glimpse of Rahm once again tipping his own nose skyward. 
 
    When their last off-key notes had faded, the puppy stretched his neck to peer at his uncle over Isaak’s shoulder. His tail wagged, and he yipped once, sharp and desperate. Rahm lurched forward, and for one chilling moment, his wolf eyes blazed within his human sockets. 
 
    “Rahm!” I shouted, grasping Isaak’s left arm before he could turn and unsheathe his claws inside my idiot cousin. 
 
    Rahm’s jaw clenched, and he stumbled, one foot sliding onto the step below him. Then he shivered from head to tailbone. Dice yapped again, tail wagging even harder, but Rahm quickly backed up against the banister, shaking his head. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he choked out. “When he does that… my wolf…” 
 
    Isaak’s muscles bulged beneath my hand. But it was pain, not anger, brewing in those dark eyes. He scooped his left hand under Dice’s chest and dragged him into a horizontal position so that his wide belly hid Rahm from Dice’s view. Growling, the little wolf tucked his white chin and chomped down on his dad’s middle finger. 
 
    Yep. Definitely Remi’s kid. 
 
    A delirious giggle escaped my lips, and Dice’s murky blue eyes cut toward me without releasing the finger. My giggle morphed into a strangled whimper. Remi made those eyes. Those curious ears. That wagging tail. The little black lips pulling back to reveal tiny white fangs budding from bright pink gums. I had seen some pretty wild magic in the last six months, but nothing compared to this. What did he look like as a human baby? Were his eyes fiery green or earthy brown? Did he have a mop of dark Belhollow curls or Remi’s straight chestnut locks? How old was he even? 
 
    Dice quickly lost interest in my silent staring and went back to gnawing on Isaak’s finger. He growled—the single cutest sound I’d ever heard in eighteen years of existence—and shook his head with the sort of jerky little movements that made puppies look more animatronic than real. He clung to Isaak’s hand with his front paws, back legs kicking at his father’s stomach like a kitten. 
 
    Isaak’s troubled expression melted into pure affection, and he ruffled the pup’s ears, egging on the playful aggression. “He’s lonely for his own kind,” he said, more to himself than to me. “It’s only natural.” 
 
    “Lonely?” My brow furrowed. “Why?” 
 
    “Ain’t spent any time with other wolves.” Isaak forced a laugh. “Got him all worked up, that did, but he’ll settle with some milk.” He reached for his left pocket where a wet stain had spread across his thigh. “If there’s any left.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” My pulse picked up speed. “What about his mom?” 
 
    “Ain’t got one,” Isaak grunted as he withdrew the dripping, half-empty bottle. He turned it right side up and offered it to me. “Here. You can practice.” 
 
    Dazed, I did something I never would have done under normal circumstances and accepted the sticky, lukewarm bottle. The sour-sweet smell of the off-white liquid leaking from the pockmarked nipple made me gag. Everything made me gag. Rahm loomed closer over Isaak’s shoulder, but I couldn’t look at him without losing it. 
 
    Remi was dead. 
 
    Of course she was dead. Rahm had never existed, so Isaak never died, and Remi became his wife not his sister, which meant Belhollow had never made her sacrifice, leaving Remi no choice but to make her own. She had still been fate bound to Daniel, someone she would never let exist on the same planet as her child. That was why we couldn’t meet her. Clarence knew what he was showing Rahm after all… 
 
    “Here. Like this,” Isaak said, gently guiding my hand with the bottle into the proper position in front of the last remnant of Remi that remained in this hell realm. 
 
    Dice lunged for the nipple, forgetting all about his dad’s fingers, and latched on with a noisy smack. His muzzle formed a tiny circle as he slurped with all his might, but nothing seemed to be happening. He growled in frustration, accusing eyes cutting toward me. Isaak carefully corrected my angle, and my little cousin’s eyelids fluttered shut. Frothy bubbles appeared around his velvet jowls, and his wispy tail swept slowly back and forth across Isaak’s arm. 
 
    “There you go.” Isaak smiled broadly. “Now hold still.” 
 
    His right hand engulfed my face, blotting out my vision. Pain shot under and between my eyes as his palm came to rest on my broken nose, closing my nostrils. My lips popped open, sucking in air that tasted like the milk smelled. Electricity tingled at the five points of Isaak’s fingers, slowly working inward until a pleasant heat filled my aching nasal cavity. A sharp prick accompanied the soft crunch of bone sliding back into place. The pain vanished. 
 
    Isaak released the pressure, and air flowed freely through my nostrils once more. The itch of crusted blood still covered my face, but I could tell the bruised swelling had already gone down. I lifted my hand to inspect his work as his giant hand pulled way, letting light and color back into my eyes. 
 
    My hand never made it to my nose. It clapped against my mouth, stifling a scream as I stumbled down to the next step, ripping the bottle from Dice’s instantly squealing mouth. Rahm snapped his head to the side, cursed out loud, and made a graceless pirouette around Isaak to stand on the step beside me, one arm thrust protectively in front of me as if that could really help now. 
 
    Isaak blanched. Slowly, he rotated his bulk to face the gaunt woman looking down on us from the first landing. She had his nose, his mouth, his curly hair and unimpressive height, but her eyes were flat and black, and where he radiated safety, she absorbed it like a sponge. 
 
    “Mum,” Isaak said, and with that one tremulous syllable, I knew his last name had never been Belhollow. “They, um, they just came to get verified, but—but I explained, so they were, um, just going. No worries.” 
 
    Isabel Borden folded one thin, muscular arm over her silk-robed chest and took a lazy drag from her cigarette. She held it in for an astonishingly long time, her cold gaze moving from her son to Rahm and finally to me. Hatred blazed in those empty eyes, something so deeply personal that it quirked her lips into a perversion of a grin. She released the cloud of smoke, dropped the cigarette on the floor, and crushed it out with her bare foot. 
 
    “Don’t be rude, Id,” she scolded in a hoarse British slur, inclining her head toward the hallway that led to the kitchen. “Our guests look rather damp. Offer them some tea and biscuits.” 
 
    Isaak hesitated, and then whispered, “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Of course.” Isabel turned with a dramatic swish of her robe. “It would be terribly cruel to turn an expectant mother out in the cold.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE: RAHM 
 
      
 
      
 
    To clarify:  
 
    When I told my cousins that Remi and Isaak would’ve broken the curse together if it hadn’t been for me, what I meant was that Remi and Isaak would have each contributed their own share of the necessary elements for child-crafting within the immaculate confines of a laboratory where said elements would have then been introduced to each other inside the even more immaculate confines of a Petri dish. The results would have then been placed inside dear sweet Hickoree, who had heroically volunteered back in November to spare us all from the nine-month nightmare of dealing with Remi in that condition.  
 
    GROSS.  
 
    And yes, I did assume the results would be plural. Just like me and Remi. That way there’d be one result for Remi to raise with Laith, and one result for Isaak to raise with—um, you know, whoever, I don’t know, the point is it would have been a happily ever after modern magic family scenario for everyone involved.  
 
    OR. 
 
    MAYBE. 
 
    Okay, picture this: A terrible falling out between the two families when the results are just babies. Some bitch move on Remi’s part, no doubt, but the details don’t matter. Remi and Laith stay in the boondocks so Laith can teach his boy to hunt fish and make tractors or whatever while Isaak and—someone—move to Los Angeles with their beautiful, talented daughter so she can be the next Mara Wilson in the long overdue remake of Miracle on 34th Street, directed by—um, someone. Anyways. 
 
    The terrible rift lasts for about ten years, during which time no one ever tells the twins about each other because Remi and I know how much it sucks to know you’re part of a matching set and still be kept apart. This is definitely the right decision because the kids do turn out so much more well-adjusted that way. So much more well-adjusted, in fact, that they both get sent to the same extremely bougie summer camp where they’re unknowingly pitted against each other in a fencing match.  
 
    The battle that follows is intense—the kids are almost equally gifted—but finally, after much swishing and clinking, Cherhea plunges her foil into Leroy’s chest plate, knocking him over the deck railing into some sort of… water trough situation? IDK. Probably something he bathes in all the time back on the farm, so no big deal, he’s fine. The other kids fish him out, and the camp counselor forces the pair to shake hands, at which point they remove their face masks and—HOLY SHIFT!—they’ve got the exact same face.  
 
    So now there’s this big family mystery to solve, and the kids come up with this crazy scheme to swap lives for the rest of the summer, thinking the answer’s just going to be something boring like divorce and remarriage, but—WRONG!—they’re about to find out that they’re actually magic-wielding werewolves whose biological parents are adoptive siblings who created them with science to break a three-hundred-year-old fertility curse.  
 
    I sighed. That would have been a damn good story. 
 
    But this?  
 
    This story was shit. 
 
    And so were the tea and biscuits.  
 
    “I’m sorry—did you put milk in this?” I blurted, pointing my spoon at the latte-colored liquid steaming inside the silly little teacup Isaak had placed in front of me. Three polite sips in, and my tummy was already gurgling loud enough for Meena to be scowling like she wanted her own pair of claws with which to personally disembowel me. 
 
    We were sitting on black leather bar stools at a large oblong island in the center of a sprawling, state-of-the-art kitchen totally unlike the cozy, woodsy room where Belhollow had once made me and Isaak chicken soup. Yeah, that’s right. Remi’s soup. I’d beat her to it by almost a year. Daniel may have been controlling the spoon, but it was still my tongue that did the tasting, and I remembered it clearly.  
 
    I remembered everything clearly. 
 
    Anyways. Now the cabinets were made of sleek black wood topped with slabs of smooth white marble, and the stainless steel smart appliances appeared to be just one lightning strike away from becoming fully sentient droids. Meena and I had been strategically placed on the long side of the bar with Isaak on the rounded end to my right, guarding the hallway door, and his mother on the rounded end to Meena’s left, guarding the back door. As if my wife and I were going anywhere before the real tea got spilled.  
 
    MY PREGNANT WIFE. HA. HAHAHA. GROSS. 
 
    Three spindly modern light fixtures dangled overhead like interrogation lamps, but no one had bothered to turn them on. Only a small LED bulb in the vent hood above the stove dared to cast its eerie blue glow, rendering Isaak’s skin almost as pale as it had been during our last meeting down in the crypt. When he had healed my Daniel-fried mind as easily as he’d just healed Meena’s broken nose, only to vanish like the ghost he was before I could tell him… anything.  
 
    This living version studied me over the rim of his teacup, brow curiously furrowed, and once again, a sharp prickling sensation swept away from the nape of my neck and out across my shoulders and all the way down my back as if White Fang were about to pop out. A natural reaction, I presumed, to being reunited with one’s murder victim from another timeline.  
 
    The porcelain cup looked like a teeny tiny doll toy with its delicate handle pinched between his beefy fingers. His stubbled throat twitched with every swallow as he chugged the tea like I used to chug beer. His eyes darted nervously back and forth while I stared at him, and he brushed a seemingly self-conscious hand over the close-cropped curls atop his mostly shaved head. The simple motion strained his short sleeve; his arms were bigger than Laith’s and Braden’s put together now.  
 
    My stomach roiled with lactose and shame. I dropped my gaze to my own cup, letting the spoon sink beneath the murky surface. How many times had I imagined what he would look like if he’d gotten to grow up? 
 
    Just once, really.  
 
    Because I had never stopped.  
 
    Who Isaak would be if he had never met me was like an app constantly running in the background of my brain, randomly superimposing his image onto the real world right in front of me, usually at the moment I least needed the distraction. Like in the middle of a very important magic exam, or every single time that dork Dasharath tried to start some inane conversation with me. The app hadn’t been too far off the mark with its version of Isaak’s grown-up face, but it had failed to guess that the awkward kid Daniel made me bully would have blossomed into such an indestructible beast. 
 
    Isaak lowered his cup with a satisfied sigh and lifted his other furry wrist to wipe his lips. A low growl from the far end of the island stopped his arm in mid-air, and he sheepishly ducked his head and used his napkin instead. The rough paper made a scratchy sound against the tuft of chin whiskers he hadn’t even been able to grow two years ago.  
 
    “Well, you wouldn’t want it without the milk.” He flashed a cheeky little grin to go along with that cheeky little pirate accent of his. “Trust.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath so sharp it made me whimper. Forget angels earning their wings. Only a devil trying to win its horns would do this to someone. A cold sweat washed over my skin, making me shiver but doing absolutely nothing to soothe the burny, itchy, fur-sprouty feeling all over my body.  
 
    SWIVEL! 
 
    The stools were bolted to the floor, but the cushy round seats could do a complete three-sixty, so just one little push off the counter and I’d have my very own Mad Tea Party ride to blame when I blew chunks all over the white marble. Maybe I could even make myself so dizzy that I passed out and woke up safe and sound in my bedroom at home. Mom would be there, pressing a cool cloth to my feverish forehead and murmuring apologies for letting her forty-three-year-old ass get in that condition.  
 
    GROSS. GROSS. GROSS. 
 
    It occurred to me that if I were too old for a baby sister, then perhaps I was too old to spin in my chair, no matter how good it would feel, so I slid my bare feet off the stool’s metal footrest and braced my bare toes against the cold tile floor. I’d never been any good at sitting still. Unless I was being held. Mom said so.  
 
    Remi had managed to hold onto a single family photo throughout our years in foster care, and I had stolen it from her room when it became clear she wasn’t going to offer it to our mother. In it, Chancellor Wallace—formerly known to us as Grampa Henry—is glamoured up as Santa, and Remi is having a total conniption in our dad’s lap while I’m sitting sweet as can be in Mom’s arms. I had always assumed it came out like this simply because I am sweet and my sister is unpleasant, but Mom said no, not quite.  
 
    What actually happened was that the elderly mall photographer wanted us to pose with Remi in Mom’s lap and me standing beside them like a “little soldier” while Dad knelt on their other side and Santa stood behind all of us like some sort of benevolent uber-patriarch. But I couldn’t stop singing the “Move It, Move It” song from Madagascar, so Remi slowly lost patience with being in Mom’s lap because of their unresolved trauma or whatever. Eventually, Mom lost patience too and demanded another chair for Dad to sit in with Remi, who was starting to bite, and then she hauled me into her lap and squeezed until my natural radiant charm returned.  
 
    Nothing could be done for Remi though. Bless her heart. Our parents accepted the best photo they could get of everyone else and fled the mall. Remi howled all the way home, and I went right back to gyrating my hips like a CGI lemur the second I jumped out of the car. After she told me the story, Mom made me put the photo back in Remi’s drawer, even though it was the only thing we had left from when we were a family of four. She couldn’t see how much I’d needed her. Only how terribly she’d failed Remi.  
 
    Now she was getting a total daughter do-over with Diego, and somehow, Remi was so incredibly fine with this that not only had she finally forgiven Mom for binding her fate to Daniel’s but she’d gotten her whole damn wolf back?  
 
    WHAT THE ACTUAL— 
 
    Meena’s hand clamped down on my thigh, which was covered, like her own, by the skirt of a thin black robe. Only hers passed the dollar bill test by a solid five bucks while mine revealed at least two dollars’ worth of wintry white flesh above my embarrassingly bulbous knees. Two of Meena’s nails missed the scratchy fabric and dug directly into my skin, bringing my accidental swiveling to an abrupt end. The bug-eyed glare I felt boring into the left side of my face suggested this was not a good time to ask my new cousin-wife to spoon me, so I turned to Isaak instead.  
 
    Well, I mean, not to ask him that. Sure, he probably could’ve squeezed the ants from my pants forever with those arms, but there are some favors you just don’t ask of your brother-in-law. Your dead sister’s lonely husband. Your motherless nephew’s exhausted single father. No, you figured out what he needed from you, did it, and then went home to your own shitty story, having learned a very important lesson.  
 
    My lesson was already learned though.  
 
    As soon as Isaak said his baby had no mama, I knew what I’d been trying so hard not to know ever since November. He was the price I’d paid for keeping Remi. There was no saving them both. Belhollow had to sacrifice herself for my sister to survive, but she never could have done that with Isaak still alive. He was the earth to her moon; she had clawed her way out of the darkness to shine for him and him alone, and nothing, not even Remi, could have outweighed his gravitational pull. He had to be obliterated for his mother’s point of orbit to change.  
 
    I AM THE DEATH STAR. 
 
    My intestines writhed like the slimy knot of earthworms sitting in the bucket of mud on the old wooden dock where, ten years and six months from now in the Perfect Timeline, Laith was about to discover that Leroy was actually Cherhea when “he” suddenly couldn’t bait his own hook anymore. And noooo, my family fanfic wasn’t full of sexist cliches. My daughter was perfectly capable of skewering a defenseless worm with a small bit of rusty metal on her own. She’d simply never had to before because at home in California, we got our seafood from the ocean not a dirty dysentery creek that cows— 
 
    “All right then, mate?” Isaak asked. 
 
    “What? Yes! Sorry!” I flattened my sweaty palms on the soothingly cool countertop, hooking my thumbs over the rounded edge to anchor myself in the moment. “Perfectly all right then. Mate.” 
 
    My ears burst into flames.  
 
    Not literally. Just to clarify.   
 
    “Don’t sound all right.” Isaak smirked around a mouth full of biscuit. The other half of the brittle brown snack hovered just below his chin, where it clearly exhibited all of the properties belonging to a cookie and none whatsoever belonging to a biscuit.  
 
    “Right. Well. About that.” I cleared my throat to cover up another round of gurgles. “It’s, um, it’s not supposed to be inside me. In my tea. The milk, I mean. It’s bad.” 
 
    Isaak frowned at his own cup. “Tastes fresh to me.” 
 
    “He’s lactose intolerant,” Meena groaned, withdrawing her hand from my leg to pinch the bridge of her nose. “Milk makes him intolerable.” 
 
    This earned a derisive snort from Isaak’s mother, but Isaak only nodded as he shoved the rest of his cookie into his mouth. He leaned over and tapped one of the untouched treats fanned out on the side of my tiny saucer. I’d been expecting something of considerably more substance, something to slather with thick, savory buttermilk gravy that would absolutely demolish my— 
 
    “Eat your digestives,” Isaak said with utmost confidence. “Always gets Diana sorted after a night out.”  
 
    My nose wrinkled. I didn’t like that the cookies were called digestives, and I didn’t like that my dead twin was called Diana. I mean, it made sense that Mom and Dad had given her a different name without me, but I couldn’t imagine any name on the planet that suited my uncultured swine of a sister less. Nor could I imagine any reason why Isaak kept referring to her in the present tense other than that he couldn’t cope with what she’d done for their child because they’d actually been in love.  
 
    My stomach soured as if I’d been drinking cottage cheese tea, so I gingerly lifted one of the unfortunately named cookies to my lips and took a tentative nibble.  
 
    BLECH! 
 
    It tasted exactly like biting my wolf nails, but Isaak looked so invested in its success that I forced a smile and mumbled, “Mmmmm! Better already!” 
 
    He beamed, and my chest immediately started caving in, so I shoved the whole damn biscuit into my mouth where it quickly formed a cement-like mixture perfect for reinforcing empty caverns in dangers of collapse. I had never made him smile as myself before.  
 
    “You reckon he’s telling the truth?” Isaak glanced toward his mother. “He’s got the same face, he’s got the same guts…” 
 
    Another derisive snort from the far side of the bar. “You do realize Diana isn’t drinking milk when she stays out all night, don’t you, darling?” 
 
    The sound of her all-wrong voice condescending to him twisted my insides even tighter. There was still something of a drawl involved, but it was bored and brackish, nothing like Belhollow’s honeyed Tennessee twang. Somehow, that whole persona had depended on my existence, which was super weird and confusing, but she had still wound up at Gladwell, so… um… a rose by any other name, yeah?  
 
    “Well, she eats, don’t she?” Isaak snapped in a tone I’d never heard him take with her in my world. “Pizza and cheeseburgers and breakfast burritos. People who’ve recently eaten pizza or cheeseburgers or breakfast burritos…” 
 
    I choked, spewing crumbs into my tea. “Wait, what?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” Isaak’s lip curled with disgust. “Your sister’s a right—”  
 
    “He’s not her brother,” his mother said firmly, followed by the crunch of a cookie. I kept my eyes on Isaak during her long pause, willing him to trust his own instincts. Eventually, she swallowed and mumbled, “Just a clever glamour, that’s all.” 
 
    “You can’t be sure.” Isaak’s lip curled. “You know if Diana were a man, Dice would already have half a dozen siblings cooking on campus. Maybe her dad—” 
 
    His mother gave a bearish growl. 
 
    Isaak rolled his eyes. “Maybe her sire—” 
 
    “That’s enough, Id.”  
 
    His mother punctuated this eerily quiet command with the scrape of her teacup leaving its saucer. Isaak’s jaw jutted forward, folding his lower lip inward like a petulant toddler. Then he snatched up his cup, slid off his stool, and stalked over to the stove where he’d left the kettle simmering. His broad shoulders eclipsed the tiny LED bulb, plunging the rest of us into his enormous shadow.  
 
    I suddenly found myself clutching my own cup, blissfully ignorant of the tremor in my hands until the tea was sloshing onto my lips. I threw my head back like I was doing a shot, letting the creamy liquid cleanse the cookie crud from my palate. My gaze slid sideways as I chugged, past Meena’s panic-stricken face to the one I’d been studiously avoiding ever since we sat down because it gave me all the creeps.  
 
    If Isaak’s mother were a rose by another name I didn’t want to admit, she’d be the kind you buy on the morning of February fifteenth when you realize you screwed up big time the night before. All wilted leaves and sour scent and fading petals. She was the reason the overhead lights were off, but it remained unclear if she just happened to have a hangover at midnight on Groundhog Day or if, here in this reality, she was serving these vampire Captain Jack Sparrow vibes each and every day. Either way, Isaak hadn’t done my tummy any favors by trusting her with my nephew. 
 
    Dice lay on the counter next to her saucer, sound asleep with his milk-mustachioed muzzle resting on his comically large outstretched paws. His gran was watching his daddy with an intensely blank expression, but the bony fingers of her left hand kept up their continuous stroking of the puppy’s curled back, giving me hope that she wasn’t quite as dead inside as she appeared on the outside. The smoking, the weight loss, the general unkemptness… was all of that just what losing Remi—sorry, Diana—had done to her?  
 
    My brow furrowed, and before I could stop myself, I lowered my teacup, leveled my head, and blurted, “Why don’t you call him Isaak?” 
 
    The bony fingers froze between her grandson’s sagging ears, which were solid black like my own, a feature I hoped would be repeated in Remi and Laith’s future offspring so I could continue being this smug about it back home. I’d just assumed my sister would create an army of children with the same infinity mask marking she shared with our mother, or else, the same moon-like patch of white her bear shared with the woman slowly turning her head to look at me. 
 
    “Why would she do that?” Isaak chuckled, turning away from the stove. 
 
    Cold, blue light washed across his mother’s tightly drawn face, her dark eyes no longer empty but full of… terror? Isaak caught it too and froze, his own version of those eyes darting frantically back and forth between us.  
 
    My cup rattled as I returned it to my plate. “Because it’s your name?” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” He chuckled again. “Me name’s Id. Always has been.” 
 
    Everything around me swiveled, but for once, I held myself perfectly still. The name Isaak had meant something profound to Belhollow. Mom said so, and she was the first person Isabel Borden had ever confessed her unborn child’s intended name to. Robert, after his dead father, and Isaak because… well, Mom wouldn’t tell us why. But she definitely knew. It had been a non-negotiable part of the deal when Isabel briefly considered leaving her baby with my family.  
 
    “It’s supposed to be Isaak.” I swallowed hard and met his mother’s frightened eyes. “Why isn’t it Isaak?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Isaak chimed in, still laughing. “Why not? Reckon I’d like that better.” 
 
    Her head whipped toward him, eyes wild. “Never say that name out loud.” 
 
    Isaak rocked back on his heels. “He’s telling the truth.” 
 
    “Never even think that name,” Isabel growled. “Do you understand me?” 
 
    His jaw worked from side to side. “Was that me sire’s name?” 
 
    An inhuman snarl ripped from her throat. “That’s enough, Id!” 
 
    “Robert,” I said, unable to stop myself. “Your father’s name was Robert.” 
 
    Isabel’s teacup sailed between me and Meena, causing my cousin to scream bloody murder. Dice jolted awake. The porcelain shattered on the floor. Instinct propelled the yelping puppy halfway across the counter in the direction he’d last seen his father, but his fuzzy paws slipped in the splattered tea, and his back end spun out and dropped over the edge of the bar.  
 
    Two more teacups shattered. 
 
    The one Isaak dropped as he lunged, and the one crushed beneath my chest as I flung myself onto the counter. My fingers curled into my nephew’s loose puppy scruff just before his little black nose disappeared. I hauled him up, and for a long moment, we lay on our bellies, chins pressed against the wet marble, shaking and panting and staring into each other’s eyes.  
 
    He licked my nose.  
 
    White Fang erupted from my bones in a rush of primal emotions humans didn’t have names for. I rose, pulling my hinds legs onto the island. Shards of porcelain and drops of blood fell from my heaving chest. In my enhanced peripheral vision, I glimpsed Meena standing several feet behind her bar stool, desperately shaking her head, but it was too late. Something even more powerful than Daniel had possessed me now.  
 
    My pulse roared like static in my jet black ears, drowning out the sound of Isaak releasing his adrenaline by yelling at his mother, who had sunk back onto her bar stool, looking surprisingly cowed. Dice whimpered and wiggled between my front legs, his wildly wagging tail smearing milk tea across the counter. I lowered my head and licked between his ears as my mother had done when I found her. 
 
    How had I gone this long not knowing he was missing? 
 
    I clamped my jaws softly around the pup’s shoulders, lifted him off the counter, and jumped nimbly down to the floor, my own tail wagging wildly as I made a beeline straight for the unguarded hallway door. The static crackled louder in my ears, rendering Meena’s cries unintelligible. There was only one human word left in my vocabulary now: 
 
    MINE. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    If Rahm and I had, in fact, been sent to this hell realm by some sort of deranged angel-in-training for the purpose of learning some Very Important Lessons that would drastically improve the quality of our lives back home, then I was good to go. Mine had been thoroughly learned the second Isabel’s teacup went whistling past my ear, splashing my face with hot English tea.  
 
    I screamed, of course. As one does when that sort of thing happens. Unless, of course, one happens to be Braden. Then you just sit there, blinking your wet eyelashes like a dazed newborn fawn covered in white marshmallow spots, and that image of stoic vulnerability becomes the one that flashes before your crazy ex-girlfriend’s eyes in the last few moments of her life. 
 
    The force of my full-body flinch swiveled my seat hard to the left. I caught a brief flash of brownish-gray fur moving fast in the opposite direction, right before Rahm’s elbow slammed into mine, spinning me away from the bar. Teacups shattered at my back, and I pitched forward, nearly hitting my knees in a puddle of tea and porcelain. My fingertips caught me just in time, and I scrambled across the room, halfway on all fours, certain Isabel would follow. She’d been looking for an excuse to eat me ever since she first laid eyes on me, and Rahm’s audacity was probably more than enough reason for her to indulge.  
 
    I slammed into the wall and whirled, palms flung outward, calling forth the magic that flowed through my veins. Red. It would have to be red. Only red was going to get us out of this mess. Sure, I’d have to ask Wallace to re-scour my scent as soon as we got home so that Remi’s newly restored Scent Sight never caught a glimpse of me murdering her mother, but— 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    Well, a little something happened. A soft clicking sensation deep in my chest, as if I’d flicked a lighter without fluid or tried to start a car without gas. The ability was still there, but the power…  
 
    No.  
 
    I refused to even consider it. Only death could part a witch from their magic, and we had already established I wasn’t dead, so… um… my magic probably just needed some time to, uh, recharge after casting the complicated doorway spell without my wand? Was that a thing? It had to be a thing. I was declaring it an official thing. 
 
    Luckily, it appeared I wouldn’t be needing any color of magic just yet. Isabel remained on her bar stool, frozen in a slightly recoiled position with an expression of mild alarm breaking through her stony features. Rahm’s long torso lay in a flat diagonal across the counter, nose to nose with his nephew, whose loose puppy scruff was clutched in Rahm’s hand. Isaak—I couldn’t bring myself to call him Id—stood behind the island, breathing hard, arms still outstretched as if to catch his baby. Emotions cycled through his eyes at an unreadable speed.  
 
    Then Dice licked Rahm’s nose.  
 
    And both boys lost control. 
 
    Rahm shifted faster than I’d ever seen anyone shift, so fast, in fact, that I didn’t actually see it happen. One second there was a gangly young man sprawled across the counter, and the next, a rangy gray wolf was hauling his dangling hind legs onto the island. Rahm stood, tea and blood dripping from the light gray fur beneath his heaving ribcage. He shook out his smokey gray coat, and splinters of porcelain plinked onto the marble.  
 
    Isaak didn’t shift, but his face flushed that same furious shade of purple from earlier. His reaching hands closed into giant fists. His nostrils flared with every labored breath, like he was trying to hold the bear in, but it showed through in the way he slowly swung his head toward his mother, pinning her with a primal glare. 
 
    “Bleeding moon,” he snarled. “Why can’t you just be normal?” 
 
    It was almost comical the way Isabel’s eyes darted from her son to the wolf as if perhaps he hadn’t noticed it. But Isaak loomed closer, ignoring Rahm entirely.  
 
    “If I let you hold him,” Isaak shouted, pointing one trembling finger between his cub and his mother, “then you’d damn well better hold him!” 
 
    “I only let go for a moment,” she snapped, petulant. “How was I supposed to know he could move that fast? He just opened his eyes—what? Two days ago?” 
 
    “Two weeks, Mum. You ain’t come down in two whole weeks.” He gestured at her unkempt appearance. “And this is what he sees when you finally do.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Sorry I didn’t have time to freshen up for the home invasion.” 
 
    Isaak snorted. “It’s fine. Why should he remember you any differently than I do?” 
 
    His mother flinched. Just barely. A subtle hollowing of her sallow cheeks. Her gaze slid away from her son, past the stranger feverishly licking her grandson’s ears, and landed squarely on me. Fresh hatred flared in her eyes, pulling a hungry smile onto one side of her mouth. I flattened my back against the wall and then threw my useless palms against it for good measure. I didn’t know if the eerie intuition she’d passed down to Remi had clocked me as a witch or not, but until I could defend myself, I didn’t want her to think I was trying.  
 
    “Mum!” Isaak grabbed her shoulder and wrenched her all the way around on the spinning stool. “Be! Normal!” 
 
    Rahm chose that moment to clamp his jaws around Dice’s shoulders, lift him into the air, and jump down from the counter. With his fluffy tail waving wildly over his hindquarters, my idiot cousin trotted straight for the unguarded hallway, trailing bits of tattered robe through the tea on the floor.  
 
    I pushed off the wall like an Olympic swimmer, determined to get there first and drag him back by the tail if necessary, but my two short legs were no match for his four stupidly long ones. He vanished into the darkness just as Isaak let loose a saucer-rattling roar—human for the moment but probably not for long.  
 
    “I’ve got him!” I cried, plunging into the pitch black corridor. “Rahm! Stop!” 
 
    The frantic scrabbling of claws answered my call, and an instant later, Rahm’s bony backside slammed into my shins, throwing me onto my ass in the kitchen. Pain shot through my tailbone, but I grit my teeth and dragged myself out of the way as one-hundred-and-fifty pounds of wolf came backpedaling after me with his ears pinned back and his fluffy tail clamped between his legs. 
 
    Rahm scooted too my side, still clutching Dice in the soft folds of his mouth. His wild green eyes rolled to meet mine, and I had just enough time to throw my arm over his ridged back and panting ribs before a shadow peeled from the darkness and stepped into the kitchen. The sight of it brought Isaak up short by his end of the bar, and though he remained human, a frayed split down the center of his black T-shirt revealed the hairy chest and belly underneath.  
 
    The uncanny wraith paused, her stunning St. James jawline jutting like a knife, stripped of the subtle softness her bearish hunger had been adding to it in the real world. Stranger still, her angular cheeks had been further contoured with smudges of some dark substance, and wherever she’d been, someone who obviously wasn’t her husband had smeared red lipstick all the way down to her chin. She wore her hair in a tidy military cut like Isaak, only the top had been left long enough to style straight up from her forehead like a crashing wave. Her nose twitched beneath a pair of black wraparound sunglasses that completely enclosed her eyes.  
 
    I held my breath and squeezed Rahm’s furry body tight, willing him not to do anything dumber than he’d already done. Without so much as a whimper, Dice drew his dangling hind legs and spindly tail up to his little round tummy. I didn’t know if he was trying to hide or protect his vitals, but I knew I had grossly misunderstood Isaak’s meaning when he said his son had no mother.  
 
    “Take him,” Rahm’s voice appeared inside my head. He wanted his fangs free.  
 
    Carefully, I slipped my free hand under Dice’s chest, and Rahm released his grip. My arm bowed with the sudden surprising weight, but I quickly recovered and cradled the little chunk against the right side of my chest. Trembling, he pushed his face into Rahm’s left shoulder as if trying to disappear. I’d seen some terrifying things in the last six months, but truly none of it had scared me half as much as the fact that Dice knew not to make a sound. He was a baby, for crying out loud, and… oh crap, what if he shifts now? 
 
    Rahm stretched his bristling neck in front of us, also not making a sound. No one was making a sound. But when I locked eyes with Isaak, no sounds were needed for me to understand that under no circumstances was I to let Dice fall into Diana’s hands. A wave of guilt crashed over me; I couldn’t have felt more nauseous if I’d actually been pregnant. Isaak believed I was a shifter, capable of protecting his child, but at the moment, I wasn’t even a witch. I was just a normal teenage girl in a room full of monsters.  
 
    But Diana’s dark gaze skimmed right over us to land on Isabel, who had also gone perfectly still. Diana cocked her head to one side, brow creasing ever so slightly while the rest of her features remained perfectly blank. “Mum?” 
 
    I might have laughed out loud if I hadn’t been trying so hard not to evacuate my bladder and bowels. We were a million quantum miles from home, and still… 
 
    Isabel made a small sound of disgust. “Don’t do that.” 
 
    Diana’s hard mouth split into an open grin, revealing sharp wolfish fangs where her human canines should have been—each one stained pink. Blood then, not lipstick. Her face was covered in blood. And I mean, yeah, Remi was far more likely to be seen painted with blood than makeup most days, but she had the decency not to look like a vampire about it.  
 
    Wait… was she dead? Was this their solution to the Daniel dilemma? She had died and been resurrected as a soulless fiend who couldn’t hold her own baby? Were those tacky glasses hiding glowing red eyes? I pulled my lips between my own perfectly normal teeth and bit down hard, willing myself not to scream and scream and scream.  
 
    “You’re downstairs,” Diana said with Remi’s voice in a crisp, upstairs English accent nothing like Isaak’s downstairs vibe.  
 
    The older woman sighed wearily. “So it would seem.” 
 
    Diana lifted the scrunched neck of a pink silk pillowcase from her left shoulder where it was slung. “Brought you something.” 
 
    “It had better be her head,” Isabel drawled, pushing her saucer aside.  
 
    “Even better.” Diana’s toothy grin widened as she sauntered toward the bar, casually swinging the pillowcase off her shoulder as she walked by. It whooshed right past my face, choking me with a rotting stench that didn’t match the fresh blood stain covering the bottom of the sack.  
 
    Rahm gagged. His furry body lurched beneath my arm, and a moment later, I felt hot clammy teenage boy skin pressed against my wrist and elbow. I wanted to recoil, but we were supposed to be married and expecting, and Isaak was… actually, no, Isaak was not watching, he was staring resolutely at the ceiling, his cheeks gone pink. 
 
    A wet plop yanked my attention back to Diana. She was leaning one elbow on the counter between the stools Rahm and I had vacated, watching with the eager anticipation of a toddler bringing home her first work of macaroni art as Isabel gingerly opened the bloody pillowcase. Isabel peered inside and then let out what I could only assume was her version of a delighted gasp. She dropped the edges of the sack, and the silk collapsed in on itself, leaving a lumpy shape atop the white marble.  
 
    “You can’t be serious,” Isabel whispered, leaning toward her daughter-in-law.  
 
    “Oh, I’m serious.” Diana plucked a biscuit off my plate and crunched it between her fangs. “You might even say I’m undead serious.” 
 
    Isabel laughed. It was not a pleasant sound. She flexed both sets of fingers, and her claws sprang out. She ripped the pillowcase right down its seams and folded back the newly formed flaps, revealing some sort of blackened husk that filled the kitchen with the distinct odor of moldering human decay. The small blob of biscuit I’d actually managed to consume was already halfway up my throat when Isabel ran one claw through the long dead object with an awful crackling sound. I forced myself to swallow. 
 
    Isabel stopped, eyes narrowed, and then grabbed Diana by the chin, yanking her close and brushing one thumb over her crusty lips. “Did you eat off this, you little bitch?” 
 
    Diana shrugged, curling back her lip to reveal those dirty fangs. “Finder’s fee.” 
 
    Isabel shoved her away, hard enough that she stumbled and nearly landed on her ass next to me and Rahm. But she caught herself on the stools and threw herself forward until she was doubled over the counter, laughing like a hyena. Isabel watched her carry on with an expression that could only be described as admiring contempt. Then she looked up at Isaak and cut her eyes toward Dice without looking at us. 
 
    “That’s disgusting, Diana,” Isabel scolded. “We’re not monsters.” She jerked her head toward the cabinets. “Get some forks.” 
 
    Diana pushed off the counter and froze, her back to us. Slowly, she lifted her wet hands in front of her face, and once again cocked her head. I cringed, shielding Dice with my arm as best I could. Beside us, Rahm crouched like a frog on the tips of his fingers and toes, preparing to shift—or maybe just hiding his junk. Isaak took a cautious step in our direction, but Diana’s head whipped toward him. 
 
    “You heard her. Get some forks, fat ass.” Diana pointed at a drawer across the kitchen. “And button your shirt. That’s disgusting.” 
 
    Isaak pulled the frayed edges of his shirt together, mumbling, “It don’t got buttons.” 
 
    “What?” Diana laughed. “Did you finally eat so much you busted loose?” 
 
    Even in the dim light, I could see the flush of shame flood his cheeks and spill down his neck as he shrank into his shoulders and averted his gaze. Every muscle in Rahm’s body clenched, his bare skin blazing feverishly hot under my arm. I gripped his shoulder, but as quickly as his temperature rose, it cooled. A sideways glance at his alarmed profile confirmed my suspicion—his magical engine wouldn’t turn over either. But that might have been a good thing if he wanted to get out of here alive. 
 
    Diana hopped onto my bar stool and propped her feet on Rahm’s. She snatched another biscuit off my saucer and dunked it in my tea. “Go on then. Get the forks, and maybe I’ll even let you have a bite.” 
 
    “I don’t want any,” Isaak snarled. “I don’t do that no more.” 
 
    “Which is why you ain’t no fun no more,” she shot back in a mocking tone. Her lips twisted cruelly. “Where is your new addiction anyway?” 
 
    Isabel grabbed her by the shoulder and flipped her a full horizontal three-sixty off the stools and onto the floor with a thunderous clap. Rahm threw his arms around me and Dice, dragging us closer to Isaak and the door. Diana sat up like a psycho killer in a horror movie, her face as blank as a mask, shaded gaze pointed directly at us. I pressed my back against Rahm’s chest and the bent leg shielding his privates. 
 
    Diana tilted her head back to peer up at Isabel, who had accomplished this feat without ever leaving her stool. The older woman lifted her eyebrows and took a long smug sip from my cup. Diana’s pleased grin twisted my heart. Take away the blood and fangs and cruelty, and there was just weird Remi doing what she loved best—verbally nipping at someone until they bit her back. How on earth had she become such a monster? And why the hell wasn’t she acknowledging us?  
 
    Not that I actually wanted her to, but… 
 
    “She’s blind,” Rahm’s mournful voice entered my mind. “She can only see with her nose.” 
 
    I wrinkled mine. “Then we ought to be the most vivid things in the room.” 
 
    “We’re not real here,” Rahm answered with great confidence. “But I had it wrong earlier. It’s an experiential glimpse like The Family Man, not an observational glimpse like It’s a Wonderful Life. We have to live through it.” 
 
    “And if we don’t?”  
 
    “Um… well… Nic Cage just had to survive suburban parenting, so…” he trailed off.  
 
    I looked at the fuzzy bundle in my arms. At some point in the last few minutes, Dice had hooked his chin over my shoulder and opted out of consciousness. His back steadily rose and fell with soft whistling breaths.  
 
    “Okay, but why she can’t see him either?” 
 
    Rahm didn’t have an answer for that since no one had ever made a movie specifically about getting a glimpse of a world in which the hero’s non-existence had turned his twin sister into a flesh-eating deadbeat mom. Because it was unimaginable. Remi had her rough edges, no question, but she’d have gotten her shit together real quick for this kid. 
 
    I stared at the girl sitting on the floor not five feet away from us, and my own distorted reflection stared back twice from the mirrored lenses. Suddenly, I was back in front of the giant pile of burnt rubble that had once been the Gladwell Academy, holding a lump of melted black plastic shaped vaguely like glasses, and Daniel was telling me, in a crisp British accent identical to Diana’s, that they had belonged to the man he called father: Declan Helms, Chairman of the Tooth & Claw Society, and Isabel Borden’s fated mate.  
 
    I scrunched my eyes shut, berating them for not having seen the truth sooner.  
 
    If she was still alive, then so was he. Neither could die without the other.  
 
    And that… well, that explained everything.  
 
    “Get the forks like I told you,” Isabel ordered. “And mind how you speak to my son.” 
 
    Diana’s cheeks pulled angrily inward. “He’s my husband. I’ll speak—”  
 
    The final teacup shattered on the tile right behind her, and she scrambled to her feet. Dice startled awake and tried to lurch over my shoulder, but Rahm pressed his face against the puppy’s, and once again, he instantly settled. Diana stalked right past us, purposefully ramming her shoulder into Isaak’s arm as she circled the end of the island. He rolled his eyes as she passed, barely even rocked by the aggressive gesture. She was scary as hell, but at least she wasn’t super strong in this glimpse. She needed Belhollow for that, but here… here she couldn’t even have Isabel. 
 
    Isaak’s furious insistence that he and his wife weren’t siblings echoed inside my skull. Particularly that sentence he hadn’t totally finished: “Just because our parents… We ain’t even steps!” It all made sense now. Isabel and Declan were still together, but they had never married, so technically speaking, Isaak was only her son, and Diana was only his daughter, and I guess we should all just be grateful they’d mustered up enough basic human decency to enforce even this flimsy distinction on the children they’d betrothed to each other.  
 
    Silverware rattled as Diana yanked opened the drawer, shaking loose a memory from the sludge inside my skull. Something about forks… something Castle had said in her strange Castle way while we were preparing for the final showdown with Daniel… something about how we were approaching the biggest fork in almost twenty years? 
 
    Come on, come on, come on…  
 
    I strained against the confusion and fatigue that had been slowing me down ever since we got here until I caught hold of the memory of Castle’s voice explaining, “In divination, a fork is a moment with 50/50 odds and disproportionately far-reaching consequences, considering that the outcome depends entirely on one person’s internal shift.” I gripped Rahm’s arm where it tightly encircled me and his sister’s child.  
 
    “Rahm. This has nothing to do with you not existing.” 
 
    “Of course it does,” he huffed. “You heard Isaak—” 
 
    “Id,” I said, even though I hated it. “His name is Id, not Isaak, because Isabel never changed. She never left the Chairman. She never warned your parents he was coming for Remi. We’re on the wrong side of the last Big Fork, Rahm. It’s not that you never existed—” 
 
    Rahm gulped. “It’s that I’m dead.”  
 
    “I think we both are.” I lifted my eyes and found Isabel staring straight at me with that same hateful hunger as before. “And she damn well knows.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaak loomed over us, suddenly shirtless and making a show of sucking in his stomach and puffing out his barrel chest. He thrust his tattered black T-shirt at my naked cousin, and there was something in the way Rahm’s breath hitched that took me back to a boiling bathtub in the Broken Wand dining hall and the hottest guy I’d ever seen ripping the shirt off his back to cover me. Now all I wanted was for Braden to uncover me and— 
 
    “Take it.” Isaak shook the shirt at Rahm. “I’ll bring you another robe when I come down, but Mum wants you both back at the bar. Now. Real quiet like.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” Rahm’s inner voice somehow cracked. “You’re leaving us alone with them?!” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Isaak tossed the shirt onto Rahm’s shoulder and reached for his baby. “Gotta get Dice back to the safe room.” He glanced back at Diana, who was rummaging through what appeared to be a spice rack now. “She ain’t right around him.” 
 
    “Um, could you maybe just put all of us in the safe room?” Rahm implored, reaching pitifully after Dice as I handed him over to his father. “No offense, but your mom ain’t so right around us.” 
 
    “I won’t let either of them hurt either of you.” Isaak clasped Rahm’s hand in a macho soldier manner, and the hair along their forearms rose like two waves moving in opposite directions. He nodded at Dice, his eyes full of gratitude. “I owe you one, mate.” 
 
    “Oh,” Rahm croaked, yanking his hand back as if shocked. “No. You really, really don’t.” 
 
    Isaak wiped his hand on his pajamas bottoms; Rahm wiped his on Isaak’s shirt. I thought suddenly of Dash and the way our magic had always seemed to reach for the other’s hands in a way mine and Braden’s never had. Is that what was happening between these guys? 
 
    “Just be still and quiet.” Isaak glanced sideways at his mother. “She wants to know why Diana can’t see you, that’s all.” 
 
    “And if Diana does see us?” I asked, watching as she frantically searched for whatever spice paired best with a hunk of decaying flesh. “Then what?” 
 
    “Um…” Isaak bit his lip. “I’ll be fast.”  
 
    And with that, he darted down the hallway, leaving us alone with two madwomen. Rahm and I shared a terrified glance over my shoulder. With no magic, we had only his wolf and my wits to get us out of this mess, and frankly, I was at my wits’ end.  
 
    Isabel beckoned to us with the claws of her right hand, and Rahm nudged me onto my feet. They were tingling so badly from not moving for so long that I could barely stand, and judging from the noisy shuffling at my back, Rahm was having similar problems. His hand landed hard on my shoulder with a grunt.  
 
    Diana stopped and cocked her head. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    Isabel flattened her brow at us. “It was just Id going back to his room.” 
 
    “Of course he did,” Diana muttered. “Big wet blanket.” 
 
    “Did you really want to share?” Isabel prodded the lump in front of her with one claw. “This is dusting quickly, Diana. What’s keeping my fork?” 
 
    Diana swore and slammed the cabinet shut. “Where’s the garlic?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just perverse.” Isabel made a face. “Get over—” 
 
    “Where is it?!” Diana flung the cabinet back open so hard that it banged against its neighbor. Then she planted her hands on either side of the opening like she was hemming prey inside and began furiously sniffing each glass bottle like a hound dog.  
 
    Isabel planted one elbow on the bar and dropped her cheek into that hand with an exasperated sigh. Her free hand slid over to my saucer and tapped it lightly. There was no choice but to go. Neither of us could poof, and I wouldn’t stand a chance running through the house, much less the snowy woods outside, on my two human legs.  
 
    I took Rahm’s hand off my shoulder and laced our fingers together, tugging him along. It was only when we reached the island and took our seats that I caught a glimpse of how silly he looked with Isaak’s giant black T-shirt tied around his lean waist like a flowing knee-length skirt. One he did not have the calves for, but hey, at least they weren’t as hairy as Remi’s. Shivering, he wrapped his bare chest in a hug and frantically rubbed his arms. 
 
    Isabel pressed one bloody claw to her lips. The same claw she’d poked into the desiccated heart a few moments earlier. Gagging, I clamped a hand over my mouth and nose, but I couldn’t escape the stench or the fact that I was about to watch the two of them consume part of another human. Isabel licked the blood off that one claw, and then flexed all ten of them away, closing both hands into fists. She rested them on the table like a normal person anxious for a normal meal to begin. 
 
    “Diana, if you can’t bear the taste, then perhaps you don’t deserve the treat,” Isabel called, each word brittle with impatience.  
 
    Diana slammed the cabinet shut once more and slowly turned to face us with a perfectly flat expression. “That’s what I say.” 
 
    Isabel made a hairball-hacking sound of disgust—my sentiment exactly—and Diana burst into another manic peel of laughter as she swaggered back to the table empty-handed. It took Rahm a few seconds to catch up, and then, unable to contain it, he softly whispered, “Ew.” 
 
    Diana froze, jerkily tilting her head from one side to the other like some sort of robotic dog. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    “No.” Isabel shot Rahm a murderous glare. “But if you’re already hearing things, let it be a lesson not to take bites before you’re settled in for the night.” 
 
    “It was only one,” Diana pouted, folding her arms on the rounded corner of the counter right next to Isabel. “And I’m warning you, she’s extra rank.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Isabel plucked a fork from Diana’s hand. “I won’t have to remember you exist again until Tuesday.” 
 
    Diana’s lip curled, showing one fang, but she didn’t bite back.  
 
    Isabel hesitated, her fork poised a hair’s breadth above the rotten hunk of meat. “And this is really Laila Singh?” 
 
    I managed to limit my gasp to the softest of clicks in the back of my throat. Laila Singh? As in Chancellor Singh?! I squeezed my mouth hard, fighting back vomit. It was one thing to know the heart belonged to a human, but it was entirely another to have known the human it belonged to. Even if she was a madwoman in her own right, one I would probably have to kill in self-defense were we ever to meet again in the real world where she wasn’t a hollowed-out corpse. 
 
    I eyed the greenish-black organ crumbling on its bed of soft pink and stiff red silk. Granted, I didn’t know much about grave-robbing, but the state of decay didn’t really seem to match up with the volume of fresh blood staining the pillowcase and Diana’s face. Was this what using dark magic could do to a person over many years?  
 
    “It really is.” Diana grinned, touching her tongue to one sharp fang. “All three hundred and forty-seven years of her.” 
 
    I looked at Rahm. He looked at me. This was the part where, had we been Shaggy and Velma, we would have screamed and crashed into each other as we tried to run away. But we couldn’t run, and we couldn’t scream. We just had to sit there and ask each other with our eyes how a person could live to be three-hundred-and-forty-seven. Unless… 
 
    “Moon above,” Isabel whispered, jabbing her fork into Singh’s heart. “How the devil did the old devil go unnoticed until now? When was she turned?” 
 
    Two memories popped into my head in quick succession. First: Chancellor Singh drinking the reddest wine I’d ever seen while telling me I shouldn’t date her nephew unless I wanted to marry him. Which I didn’t, so I broke up with him, and—oh, shit—what if she had cursed me with spinsterhood? What if I would never—you know what? Table that thought. 
 
    Second memory: Remi pestering Diego in the quiet after Thanksgiving Dinner to tell her if vampires were real, and… well, I’d been busy sulking about my dad and Marilyn Finch, so only halfway paying attention, and I’d just assumed when Remi used the word hallucinogenic she’d meant hallucinations instead. As in: “Are vampires real or imaginary?” But replaying the scene now, I realized that no, she’d meant exactly what she’d said: “Are vampires real and are they hallucinogenic?”  
 
    A question which Diego had totally hedged, presumably because he was too busy thinking about boning Aunt Rhea. But now I could go home and tell Remi the truth: “Yes, vampires are real, and in another universe, I watched you and your mom do one like a giant, rotten shroom.”  
 
    “Oh, she had all kinds of tricks,” Diana said, poking her own fork into the mass. “And she’d been up to them since 1726.” 
 
    Isabel sucked air through her teeth. “What a vintage.” 
 
    They fell silent, sawing off their respective chunks of vampire heart as casually as if they were a lovably toxic mother-daughter duo sharing a piece of pie and recapping their disastrous dates in the last few minutes of a turn-of-the-century teen television drama. When they finally got their pieces loose, Diana lifted her fork in a toast, and with something almost like affection, Isabel clinked hers against it.  
 
    My stomach and heart twisted in opposite directions. They were monsters even if they did use silverware, but I couldn’t help feeling sorry for Diana, knowing who she could have been if only Isabel had chosen a different path. A weird, annoying, oversexed fur ball who had stolen my personal leftovers from the fridge on more than one occasion, but, you know, not a deadbeat mom doing paranormal drugs while her child hid in a safe room upstairs.  
 
    “So.” Isabel twirled her fork in front of her lips, and the dry, stringy chunk skewered on the end somehow dribbled red dots on the white marble. “I take it the mission was a success.” 
 
    Diana lit up, her surprisingly sculpted eyebrows rising high above her dark glasses. She leaned farther over the counter and deeper into Isabel’s personal space. “You should’ve seen it, Mum. There was nothing—”  
 
    Isabel snarled like a bear, pointing her loaded fork at Diana’s face. “Don’t.” 
 
    Diana’s jaw clenched, pulling her cheeks between her molars. They stared each other down, Isabel’s furious gaze bouncing right back at her in Diana’s reflective lenses.  
 
    After a long moment, Diana shrank back, sullen, and bit the piece of heart off her fork. Instantly, her whole body convulsed with a gag, but she chewed forcefully, holding one wrist to her mouth just like Remi when she stuffed her mouth too full. And just like Rhea, who Diana probably couldn’t even remember. Would Dice do it too when he was older? 
 
    “I know you’re not my mother,” Diana rasped after she had swallowed. “But lots of people call their—”  
 
    Isabel slammed the fist holding her fork on the counter. “Who told you exactly what would happen if you did what you did?”  
 
    Diana said nothing.  
 
    “Mmhm.” Isabel leaned back and savagely bit the heart off her fork without even flinching. “And who did you listen to?” 
 
    Diana stared straight ahead—right through me. I looked sideways at Rahm. Between his bulging eyes, clamped lips, and green pallor, he bore an incredibly strong resemblance to his beloved Kermit the Frog. His hands gripped the edges of the bar, and I knew he was struggling to hold still. I was going to have to spoon his fidgety ass all night if we ever got out of here. I cast an anxious glance at the doorway beyond him. How long could it possibly take to put a puppy in a safe room? This was no time for lullabies.  
 
    “Actions have consequences,” Isabel said coldly, and when I looked back, she was glaring at me with that same deeply personal hatred as before. “Charting their course is my gift. I would never expect you to feel anything so foolish as shame or remorse, but I do expect you to admit it when I’m right and you’re wrong, which will always be the case if you keep refusing to see what’s right under your nose.” 
 
    “I only see the truth!” Diana roared, banging both fists on the marble hard enough that my biscuits jumped off their saucer. “I am Diana, Goddess of the Moon, the deliverance of my people! They owe me temples and offerings, but all I get is looks of pity because the best mate you could make for me was an overripe fruit—”  
 
    Isabel’s left hand clapped over Diana’s face, pinkie hooked over her nose and thumb hooked under her chin, holding her mouth shut. Diana yanked at Isabel’s wrist, but the Moon Goddess was no match for the Claw, and after a few moments of frantic flailing, she froze like a scruffed kitten. Seconds ticked by. Maybe even minutes. Finally, Isabel swept her hand over Diana’s face until she was cupping her right cheek. 
 
    “You cannot see the future,” Isabel murmured, brushing her thumb across the blood streaked beneath Diana’s dark sunglasses. “But one day, you will smell all of this in the past and finally see how your father set you up to fail. Then you might become a goddess yet.”  
 
    “I am a goddess now,” Diana growled. “And I would smell that already if it were true, but it’s not, so I don’t. There is no one more sure than Father that Id is to blame.” 
 
    “To blame for what?” Rahm’s angry voice blared inside my head, and I could only hope he wasn’t broadcasting on a public channel. “My son is perfect! Why are they acting like he’s not?!” 
 
    “Shhh!” I hissed, even though it was a very good question. The curse had been broken, and Dice seemed very strong and healthy, perhaps even preternaturally gifted at shifting. “Wait, what did you—?”  
 
    “Forgive me,” Isabel said, stroking her fingertips around the edge of Diana’s ear. This appeared to be every version of my cousin’s Achilles’ heel because she instantly relaxed into the maternal caress. “You’re right, of course. I suppose it would be impossible for anyone to fool your brilliant nose.” 
 
    My stomach dropped. Rahm grabbed my hand. We had reached the crest of this coaster. 
 
    “It would be,” Diana sniffed, nuzzling her cheek into Isabel’s palm. “I understand that you’re biased in his favor, but if you would just listen—ow!” 
 
    Isabel’s hand had tightened like a trap around Diana’s ear, jerking her head off balance. “I will listen to anything you have to say if you can tell me how many people are sitting in this room right now.” 
 
    “What?” Diana’s face twisted with pain. “There’s just you and me.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely sure of that?” Isabel sneered, twisting her ear.  
 
    “Of course!” Diana whimpered. “Ow! Stop! You’re hurting—” 
 
    Isabel flung her hand back, ripping off the sunglasses. She crushed them in her bare hand and threw the pieces down on the counter while Diana shielded her face with both arms. Rahm and I both instinctively recoiled on our stools, but in the space of a breath, Isabel rounded the corner of the bar and had a hand on each of our necks.  
 
    “Then what the hell are these?” she roared, a guttural bearish quality bleeding through her drunken slur. 
 
    I felt my ass lifting off the stool as her fingers pressed into the hollows behind my ears, and I squeezed Rahm’s hand harder than I ever knew I could. If she unsheathed her claws, that would be the end. But at least it would be fast. 
 
    Across the counter, Diana lowered her arms, blinking rapidly as if she’d stepped into a blinding white movie theater parking lot on a hot July day. After a few seconds of this, she switched over to making her eyes comically wide and blinking slowly, and then suddenly, I could clearly see Remi’s familiar green irises. 
 
    And they were clearly seeing me too. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Diana stopped blinking, her tidy eyebrows frozen halfway up her forehead, and for a split second, I wondered if she was really the same genetic person as Remi at all. The fiery emerald eye color she shared with her twin had been dulled to something more like my boring birthstone peridot. But then I realized her hugely dilated pupils were Milky Way gray instead of black hole black. It looked as if there were some sort of semi-opaque plaque crusting over both her eyeballs.  
 
    I released the strangled cry I’d been holding in all this time. Diana hadn’t gone blind; she was purposefully making herself blind with those stupid blackout sunglasses to make her Scent Sight even stronger. Like her father.  
 
    But judging from the raw terror and total confusion swiftly engulfing her features, her gift was already plenty strong enough for this one failure to have caused some truly cataclysmic cognitive dissonance. 
 
    “Remi…” 
 
    Diana’s attention whipped toward her brother’s plaintive voice. She leaned over the counter, squinting in the kitchen’s faint light, and then stumbled backward several steps. Her breaths came in short, desperate gasps, and she looked frantically to her pathetic excuse for a mother figure. “What is this?!” 
 
    Isabel laughed. “You tell me, O Great Omniscient One.” 
 
    “How does he know that stupid name?” Diana raked both hands through her short hair, looking more and more like her brother with each anxiety spike. “Only you and Daddy know that name. Did you tell him? Why would you tell him? That’s not my name. That’s not me. I am Diana—” 
 
    “Goddess of the Moon,” Isabel mocked. “Yes, dear, we all heard.” 
 
    Diana folded her arms over her chest, trying hard to sell it as a power move, but I knew a self-soothing hug when I saw one. Hot tears suddenly blurred my vision. She was neither a monster nor a goddess. She was just Remi raised by a vile man and brainwashed into believing even grander delusions of grandeur than the ones that same man had instilled in Daniel. And all the while, the one person who could have saved her hovered just out of reach. 
 
    “So, either tell me why you couldn’t see these people…” Isabel lifted us off our stools and then slammed us back down. “…or admit that I am right, and your nose is not infallible” 
 
    “It is,” Diana hissed. “There is nothing I can’t know.” 
 
    “Then know it.” 
 
    “Fine. I will.” Diana crept closer, angling toward Rahm’s side of the bar with the halting steps of an animal approaching a strange item left on the ground. Her nostrils twitched until she stood right across from him. Then she closed her eyes and inhaled. Once… twice… she lost patience halfway through the third try and huffed, “I can know anything that has a smell. But these things don’t have a smell, so—”  
 
    Rahm swore out loud, and I echoed him under my breath. She was right. I mean, we were both incredibly pungent at this point, but the unique memory-laden scents that Seers like Remi and the Chairman could read had been magically scoured when we were just babies. But Remi could actually see ours just fine. Something to do with how we’d all taken the exact same scouring potion at the exact same time—the morning after Isabel showed up to warn Uncle Raf and Aunt Rhea that the Chairman would stop at nothing to possess Remi. But that had never happened for Diana.  
 
    “Everyone has a smell,” Isabel scoffed, yanking our heads back to expose our throats. “Let your wolf have a go.” 
 
    Diana nodded once, and that brief glimpse of vulnerability we’d gotten vanished behind the stony mask she’d walked in with. Only now we could see her vacant stare. She took a few steps back and then sprang forward, shifting gracefully in mid-air. A big steely gray wolf landed on the counter directly in front of Rahm. She was brawnier than I remembered Remi’s being but sported the trademark infinity loop of dark gray fur around her filmy green eyes. She licked her jaws, which were still flecked with Singh’s blood.  
 
    Rahm’s eyes rolled sideways to meet mine in a silent goodbye as the wolf thrust her snuffling nose against his Adam’s apple. She yanked back, ears flat and eyes glaring. Then she dove back in, this time rubbing her nose all over his bare chest and shoulders, up either side of his neck and all around his face. He grimaced, but somehow fought the urge to shove her away that I feared I would succumb to when my turn came. 
 
    Finally, the wolf snorted in his face and tried to back up, but her big furry paws slipped in the puddle of tea, and just like her son, she slid backwards right off the bar. No one lunged across it to save her, so she disappeared with a loud thump. Isabel released a very long sigh, and her grip relaxed the tiniest bit with the slumping of her shoulders.  
 
    A second later, Diana’s hands slapped the counter, and she pulled herself upright, trying to look like she’d meant to do that but actually looking like she had no idea who she was anymore.  
 
    “Well?” Isabel prompted. 
 
    Diana lifted her chin like a soldier reporting for duty. “The male smells like sunfire smoke and water from a loo up close, but I was right the first time. He doesn’t have a smell. No memories… no emotions… no essence at all.” She gave Isabel a flat look. “He’s got less soul than a vampire, Bel.” 
 
    “Well, don’t do that either.” Isabel gave me a little shake. “Try this one.” 
 
    Diana came around to my side of the bar and bowed her head to my exposed neck. The tip of her snuffling nose grazed my skin from the underside of my chin to the hollow between my collarbones. It was the most intimate contact I’d had with anyone since Dasharath in the woods last fall, and that meant I needed to seriously re-evaluate my choices in life if we survived this night. But that was seeming more and more unlikely. 
 
    “She’s the same.” Diana drew back and shut her eyes. “I can see their outlines now if I focus on the superficial, but—” 
 
    Isabel released an inhuman sound—part laughter, part cry, part snarl—and the next thing I knew, I was staring up at the ceiling with pain shooting through every inch of my body. Lights flashed before my eyes, obscuring Isabel’s face when she pounced on top of me, pinning my arms to the cold hard tile. But I could smell the death on her breath. 
 
    “No!” Rahm shouted, barstool squeaking as he leaped free. 
 
    “One step closer, and I’ll cut off her hands,” Isabel hissed. “Hold him, Diana.” 
 
    When the lights faded, I could see only Isabel’s face, her lips pulled back over human teeth stained pink and brown with Singh’s fresh blood and years of tar. Curtains of brittle, unwashed hair fell on either side of my face, tickling my cheeks and closing us in like a tent. Like Remi, she was somehow much heavier than she appeared, as if the extra muscles needed to fuel her inhuman strength had been packed so tightly into her body they could only be felt and not seen. That strength bore down on my wrists until I was sure the bones would snap.  
 
    She smiled the same sick smile she had smiled when she saw me on the stairs. “Now tell me, Kim Song, wherever could your smell have gone?” 
 
    I stared up into her empty shark eyes, stunned. 
 
    “Did you really think I wouldn’t know?” Isabel sneered. “That you could waltz into my home with your face just barely glamoured and convince me you were your own dead daughter all grown up?” 
 
    My head shook, and my lips stammered, but words had slipped beyond my grasp. 
 
    Isabel pressed down harder on my forearms, letting the tips of her claws sink into my flesh. “Perhaps you’ve come for a little closure, hmm? Perhaps, after all this time, you’d like to know how she died? Where she’s buried?”  
 
    I shook my head. I had never wanted to know anything less. 
 
    “Well, you’re in luck because I’ve waited eighteen very long years for the chance to tell you.” She took a deep breath as if savoring the moment, and when she exhaled, I gagged on the taste of Singh’s heart. “She suffocated, Kim. Under the corpse of your defenseless human husband, who never let go, even as they stripped the flesh from his living bones.”  
 
    Dad… 
 
    I lost all control over the sounds leaving my throat and the various fluids leaking from my body. I cringed against the tile, trying to sink through it, not wanting to hear another word. How had I so grossly misunderstood the situation twice in one night? Isabel had run away. She had warned our family. And they… 
 
    “They all got eaten alive.” Isabel’s gleeful expression abruptly went dead. “Hyenas are like that. Impatient. Messy. Wasteful.” She lifted her eyes, peering straight ahead through her dark lashes at these horrors from the past. “He only let me hold my baby after I’d collected and buried all the pieces, but he wouldn’t even let me start for three whole days. By the time I was finished, he had named my son Id.” She looked down at me again. “So I would never forget what an idiot I’d been.” 
 
    “I’m sorry… you weren’t…”  
 
    “There didn’t seem to be quite enough though. Pieces, I mean.” She pursed her lips as if this were very mysterious. “It seemed as if someone might have gotten away. And with one very important little boy.” 
 
    “Daniel…” I whispered. My mother had saved Daniel. Not me. Daniel.  
 
    “Is that him?” Isabel tilted her head in Rahm’s direction. “Because that’s a bit demented, Kim. He looks just like her sire.” 
 
    “He’s her brother… and I’m not Kim… I swear…” I forced myself to look into her eyes, pleading for belief now that I knew she was not entirely without a conscience, after all. 
 
    “Her brother—what I could find—is buried with their mother.” Isabel snorted hot air in my face. “At the time, I thought she deserved that, but then… then I discovered what kind of magic she’d allowed you witches to cast on her daughter.” She licked her lips. “That’s when I knew hadn’t miscounted the pieces. Her fate-bound mate had survived. And so had you.” 
 
    “I’m not my mother,” I whimpered. “Please. I swear.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you know anything about raising girls, since you abandoned yours,” Isabel went on. “But it’s very hard. Especially when you know that one day she’s going to grow up and see everything you’ve ever done. Do you know what it takes to make a child strong enough to bear that?” Isabel eyes slid sideways, and in their bloodshot corners, I saw pain like I’d never fathomed before. And then it was gone. “I do wonder though.” 
 
    “What?” I winced as her claws dug deeper into my wrists.  
 
    “Why, whatever happened to your scent, of course.” That gleefully cruel smile returned. “Because last I heard a spell like that would be quite impossible.” She chuckled. “Do you remember that?” 
 
    It felt as if all my organs were falling out my back and straight through the floor, leaving only a hollow human shell that couldn’t follow them through the cold and unforgiving tile.  
 
    “Well, I think I do.” Isabel’s smile widened, showing off her filthy teeth. “Let’s see. I was standing right by the armchair, so exhausted and pregnant I could barely move. And you were sitting on the couch with your baby and your husband… "  
 
    She bit her lip as if trying to recall something she’d obviously been thinking about every day for the last eighteen years and four months.  
 
    “Ah, yes. Now, Rheannon and Rafael, they were arguing in the center of the room, and she asked him to make me a glamour, and I asked if he had one that could make me a ghost because that is what it would take to get away from Declan, and Rheannon looked at him and said, ‘Well? Can you take her scent away?’ And then you said…”  
 
    She trailed off, eyebrows raised as if I could fill in the blank. When I said nothing, she gouged her claws deep into my wrists, and warm blood spilled into my palms.  
 
    “You said it couldn’t be done, Kim. You said there was no magic that powerful. Is any of this ringing a bell?” 
 
    I nodded helplessly. I had heard the story twice before. Once from Remi, who had experienced Belhollow’s memory of it firsthand, and once from Aunt Rhea, who had told me the whole story herself so I would know that it was very much my mother who had saved the day when she told Rafael that Wallace could scour our scents away.  
 
    “And yet.”  
 
    Isabel’s tongue clicked hard against the roof her mouth just before she began to change. Her jaws jutted even closer to my face, filling with huge yellow teeth and a big pink tongue that dripped rancid saliva onto my skin. Her nose widened into a tan muzzle, blowing plumes of hot moisture into my eyes. I shut them as the weight pressing down on my arms doubled, maybe even tripled, until finally, my bones cracked, and hot blood spurted in every direction, taking most of my consciousness with it until only one thought remained in my mind: 
 
    My mother had forked the universe, and I was going to die on this side twice.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    “MUM!” 
 
    Isaak’s roar rolled in like thunder before a storm, complete with a crack of electric blue energy that lit up the inside of my heavy eyelids. The weight of the bear flew off my wrists, and the whole kitchen shuddered with the force of her crash into the back door. A second crack and crash followed, and the now familiar sound of shattering porcelain suggested Diana had gone sliding across the counter. I couldn’t say for sure though because I couldn’t… couldn’t quite open my eyes… 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Isaak seethed. “I literally just asked you to be normal, and this—was this your plan? Were you just tryin’ to get rid of me then? Did you ever even care about Dice bein’ safe at all?” 
 
    The bear grumbled, not making the rest of us privy to whatever she might have been telling her son mind-to-mind. He snapped back out loud, but the words sank beneath the waves of blood rushing past my ears. Funny how the very force that kept us all alive couldn’t wait to get away if given half a chance… 
 
    “Meena!” Rahm’s presence loomed over me, touching and then recoiling from my crushed wrists, grasping my face instead. “No, no, no, no, no. You’re okay. You’re okay! Stay with me, honey.”  
 
    His forehead and nose touched mine, spilling his own tears into my clenched sockets. I wanted to reach up and hug him, assure him this untimely death wasn’t his fault either, but my arms weren’t going anywhere, and my lips could only flutter with pleading whimpers for relief. It really hurt.  
 
    “Isaak!” Rahm screamed so ragged and raw that I knew he must have been holding in that exact sound ever since the day he watched the other Isaak fall to his death while Daniel used Rahm’s own throat to laugh.  
 
    In an instant, the same pleasant heat that had warmed my busted face on the stairway surged through my mangled veins, tugging them back into place before Isaak had even knelt beside me. When his comforting hands did close over the soft inner corners of my elbows, the enormous influx of electrical energy immediately flipped all my breakers. The world went dark.  
 
    When I came to, my arms were gently folded over my stomach like Sleeping Beauty, but my face was smashed against the matted human hair of my cousin’s sweaty chest. An equally moist hand clutched the other side of my head—not exactly the stuff of fairy tales. But speaking of, Rahm’s heart was thumping in my ear at roughly the same rate Thumper’s famous hind foot had reached during Bambi whenever that extremely well-endowed lady rabbit popped up and lured him off the path into the bushes for some heavily implied bunny-making.  
 
    “She’ll be alright now,” Isaak was softly reassuring him. “Just let her sleep it off. You can stay here tonight.” 
 
    Um, yeah, as cozy as that sounded… I tried to open my eyes, but they still felt impossibly heavy, as if I were coming out from under anesthesia. I could only manage the tiniest sliver. Just enough to see Rahm’s agonized face hanging over mine, tears streaming from his scrunched eyes, and just beyond that, Isaak’s hand clasping him on the shoulder. It was the sort of stoic comfort gesture Laith or Braden might have offered each other, only… it was hard to imagine either Laith or Braden letting his thumb absently brush the other’s bare collarbone.  
 
    Welp. Looked like I could rest easy knowing my close call hadn’t stirred Rahm into questioning whether or not we were actually cousins. The uncontrollable thumping in his chest was my final confirmation of something we all knew but Rahm refused to acknowledge: a coy and curvy rabbit was never going to tempt him off the trail, but an earnest and burly bear… 
 
    “Watch out!” Rahm cried, gathering me into an even more protective hold and treating me to a nose full of twitterpated shifter musk in the process.  
 
    My eyes popped all the way open just in time to see Diana land on Isaak’s back. She snaked her arms around his throat and drove her fangs into the side of his neck. With a gruff yelp, he grabbed both of her wrists in his left hand to keep them from closing in on his windpipe. But he made no other move to fight back or remove her. Instead, he calmly grabbed the robe he’d brought for Rahm off the floor and rose, looking more irritated than injured as he backed away from us.  
 
    “A little help, please?” he asked, chucking the robe behind him. 
 
    Rahm uttered a small sound of confusion, but I understood. Isaak obviously didn’t need any help. He could have stabbed her with his claws or thrown her over his head or simply fallen backward on top of her like a pro wrestler. But she was his wife, whether he wanted one or not, and the mother of his child, whether she wanted one or not. And so, Isaak waited, blocking our view of his shifting mother and wincing only a little while his deranged bride carried on like one of the chupacabras Remi was always fretting about on our side of the Fork.  
 
    The Fork.  
 
    I squirmed out of Rahm’s grasp, wiping my face with both hands before realizing they were still covered in blood. The coppery tang of it clung to my sleeves, setting off a barrage of memories I never wanted to revisit. Isabel’s rotten breath and dirty teeth. Those razor claws gouging deeper and deeper into my flesh. That moment of raw pain in her barely human eyes when her guard slipped as the truth came out. And worst of all, the truth itself.  
 
    My mother had created this hell. She had refused to help Isabel, and when the hyenas came to get Remi, she apparently just… poofed away with precious Daniel, never to be found. Which meant Isabel’s fury had been misplaced but not misguided. Mom and Daniel had been scent scoured after everyone else got eaten. And since that happened at least a year after Daniel was fate bound to… 
 
    “Diana,” Isabel’s voice came out more slurred than before. “That’s enough.” 
 
    Diana growled like a little dog guarding a big bone and tried to tighten her choke hold, but Isaak easily held her arms at bay. His eyes rolled beneath his flattened brow, and I wondered if he might be putting on a bit of a show for us now… and if the desire to do so had anything to do with why he’d taken the time to change into a shiftskin upstairs. The rubbery suits had this funny way of making body fat vanish so that only the musculature underneath could be seen, and he was now cutting a very different figure.  
 
    Isabel came around to her son’s left side, still tying the plain black robe’s flimsy sash, and I shrank right back into Rahm’s arms, cheeks burning with shame. I was a Proteus witch with a body count. My boyfriend used to call me Bullseye. Nobody, not even the OG Claw, should make me feel like I needed a man to protect me. But without any magic, I apparently needed not one dude but two.  
 
    Happy now, Dad? 
 
    I winced. 
 
    Daddy… 
 
    Would I ever be able to scribble out the awful picture Isabel had painted on my brain? My tiny body being shielded from ravenous hyenas with the only thing my human father had to offer. My brand new lungs running out of air beneath his mangled corpse. Rotting like that for three days until Isabel came to dig our graves. Something she had to do for the chance to finally hold the baby she’d tried so hard to save from her sadistic ex. And that sadist himself, Declan Helms, sinking his teeth into the little orphan… 
 
    “Diana!” Isabel finished with the sash and planted her hands on her hips. “Don’t make me pry your jaws apart.” 
 
    Diana cut her eyes at the second mother she’d been cruelly denied by the actions of my own, and I gasped. Her glassy pupils had become so grossly dilated there was barely any green left at all. Just two giant smoky black circles in the center of her bloodshot eyeballs. The kitchen was dark but not that dark, and Isaak’s eyes appeared perfectly normal, albeit increasingly pained and perturbed.  
 
    I forced myself to look directly at Isabel during her moment of distraction. My hands began rubbing my wrists of their own accord, reassuring me of their wholeness. Isabel’s naturally dark irises made it harder to be sure, but it did seem as if her pupils might be catching up with Diana’s. Whatever vampire heart did for them, it was starting to kick in, and I could only hope it would be similar to the night Castle brought brownies to our back-to-school bonfire at the beach and all of the participating shifters passed out in the sand because of their, um, chocolate allergies. Obviously.  
 
    Isabel reached for Diana’s face, but the feral girl hunched her shoulders and mumbled around Isaak’s flesh, “He tried to kill you.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be so dramatic. He obviously wasn’t shooting to kill anybody. I don’t think he can.” Her rolling eyes landed on her son with a deeply disappointed look. “But rest assured, he and I will be discussing his use of magic inside the house. Later. Without you.” 
 
    Diana lifted her dripping red mouth. “I would never disrespect you like that.” 
 
    “Oh, come off it.” Isaak clamped his right hand over the gruesome bite. “You cast in here all the damn time.” 
 
    “Only when she asks,” Diana hissed in his ear. “And never on her, you sick—” 
 
    Isaak wrenched her arms apart and pushed her off his back, twisting out from under their lifted arms when her feet hit the ground as if they’d only been dancing. He quickly backed toward us, and Isabel caught Diana around the shoulders, pinning her arms in a bear hug this twisted version of Remi clearly misunderstood as protection for herself and not Isaak. She leaned into the faux embrace, looking supremely smug and completely oblivious to Isabel’s own expression of mild to moderate repulsion.  
 
    I shut my eyes and tried to recreate the photo on Remi’s nightstand—those same two people on the beach last summer, all windswept joy and sunkissed affection. A moment I now knew had only been possible because my mother chose mercy for a monster eighteen years earlier. Aunt Rhea had made it sound like a given that Mom had taken her side, like that was just the kind of person Kim Song inherently was. But it turned out the odds had been 50/50 that she would side with Uncle Raf’s. And he was kind of a jerk.  
 
    “I ought to,” Isaak said with a cold and cutting edge that tore my eyes open.  
 
    He stood in front of us with his giant arms protectively spread and all ten claws fully flexed. Rahm’s hands cupped my elbows, urging me to stand. Isabel and Diana were corned between the side of the fridge and the broken back door. We would have a straight shot to the hallway if Isaak rotated just a little more.  
 
    Isabel sighed as if this had all become a terrible bore. “Ought to what, darling?”  
 
    “Kill you,” Isaak answered. “Kill him.” 
 
    Rahm and I froze halfway to our feet, saucer-sized eyes meeting over my shoulder. Diana snarled a curse, and her boots scraped the floor as if lunging, but Isaak’s broad shoulders were blocking our view. The sound of a slap followed—presumably Isabel’s hand clamping over Diana’s mouth.  
 
    “Oh?” Isabel sounded genuinely curious now. “Ought you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Isaak curled his claws. “And her, too. No more hearts on the table. No more blood on the floor. No more Scent Seers. We’d be free, me and Dice. Normal. Happy.” 
 
    Diana burst into muffled laughter and then apparently wrenched her face from Isabel’s grasp. “And what will you do? Put him in a little purse? Tell people he’s your emotional support—”  
 
    Her mocking ended in a shrill yelp, but her words left my hair standing on end.  
 
    “Hush now,” Isabel said, almost motherly. “Or I’ll snap your neck myself to make this easier for him.” 
 
    Rahm finished pulling me to my feet, but his hands remained on my upper arms, quivering with pent-up chivalrous tension meant to propel me ahead of him toward the door. Because I was weak here. Defenseless. Just like my dead father. Fully helplessly inexplicably human while Rahm got to keep his wolf.  
 
    “Easier?! You can’t be serious!” Diana cried, and now that we were standing, I could see her struggle vainly against Isabel’s hug, which now included a vice-like grip on her chin. “You can’t just let him—!” 
 
    “And how do you propose I stop him? I won’t fight my own child. And even if I did…” Isabel looked at her musclebound son and shrugged. “He’s stronger than I’ve ever been.” 
 
    “Then I’ll melt him,” Diana growled, splaying the fingers of her right hand. “Like the worthless blob of—” 
 
    Isabel smashed Diana’s lips into a silent duck face. “Shall I do it then, Id?” 
 
    Rahm’s fingers dug into my flesh, and I readied my wobbly legs to run. My arms felt good as new, but there was still a whole lot of blood on the outside of me that I really could have used on the inside if we were going to have to escape the old-fashioned way.  
 
    “Or perhaps you’d rather have the pleasure yourself?” Isabel asked when Isaak didn’t respond. “Perhaps you want her to die knowing you actually went through with it?” She lifted her eyebrows. “Knowing it was you who brought her father down?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Isaak swallowed hard enough for us to hear. “I reckon maybe I do.” 
 
    “Very well then.” Isabel adjusted her hold so that she gripped Diana with a single arm. “Be quick about it though. She’s going to cast the second I drop.”  
 
    I felt it then, the charged atmosphere of powerful magic being gathered, but the crook of Isabel’s elbow squeezed Diana’s right arm in such a way that it couldn’t be lifted. A shower of harmless orange sparks fell straight from her fingers to the floor, immediately fizzling out on the cold tile.  
 
    Rahm gasped as if he and his twin had once again shown up for a night on the town in the same sullen sweatpants and brooding hoodie. My own inhalation took a softer more subtle approach to expressing my stunned understanding. Rahm couldn’t use his magic in this universe because, unlike his genetically inherited wolf, his fire power was a unique metaphysical heirloom passed down directly from his father. Like a fancy pocket lighter. Only one child could possess it at a time, and here, that child was Diana.  
 
    Which meant that either my Proteus power was currently being used by some distant cousin across the globe in South Korea, or else…  
 
    My grandmother was alive here too.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hope surged from the murky depths of my heart, rushing through my veins like the magic I was missing and leaving my skin every bit as warm and tingly. A giddy smile split my face, which was probably a sure sign I’d gone into shock, but I didn’t care. I could already feel my knuckles rapping on Grandma’s faded front door and the weight lifting off my shoulders when it opened and I fell into her arms, dropping all of the backbreaking emotional baggage I’d accumulated since her death onto the Christmas-themed welcome mat she’d undoubtedly forgotten to switch out.  
 
    Of course, she would be terribly confused and possibly even terrified at first, but proving my identity would be easy enough inside the home where I’d spent most of my childhood. And yes, she would still be there, Fork be damned. As long as Lee Young-Mi were living, I would find her in the sky blue bungalow on the corner of Heath and Bradley in Twin Rivers, Michigan. She’d bought that home all by herself as a single mother and first-generation immigrant; it would have to be pried from her cold, dead fingers. Which was exactly what Dad had done the first chance he got.  
 
    Braden’s aversion to kissing had left us with a lot of time on our hands after our so-called dates in downtown Asheville, so one night shortly before Christmas—my first without Grandma—I had impulsively grabbed his hand and transported us to my hometown. Maybe I was thinking it would trigger some sort of Hallmark reflex, that whatever it was he didn’t really see in me would suddenly become visible underneath the multi-colored lights of the Twin Rivers Town Square Christmas Tree.  
 
    But we never made it that far. I’d poofed us directly into Grandma’s living room, assuming it would be the safest place to appear, only… everything I knew was gone, and luckily, so were the new owners.  
 
    I swallowed the bittersweet memory of Braden’s strong arms holding me together on an unfamiliar sofa next to a fake rose gold tree. He had said all the right things, but when I looked up with teary eyes and parted my lips, hoping to turn that awful night into something we could look back at and laugh, he had turned his head away, same as always. We went straight home, and I went to bed alone, pillow folded over my ears to shut out the sound of Laith faithfully worshiping his own personal Goddess of the Goon. Same as always. 
 
    Well, maybe I was due for some same as always that considered my feelings. Maybe this glimpse wasn’t a lesson; maybe it was a reward. All we had to do was survive long enough to steal a car. Fast forward to Grandma believing our story and breaking out one of her trusty chrysanthemum sachets to sooth our frazzled nerves. She would sit us both down at the kitchen table, and Rahm and I would watch the dried blossoms unfurl in our cups as she leaned over our shoulders to pour the steaming hot water.  
 
    Rahm probably wouldn’t care for Korean flower tea any more than he cared for English milk tea, but he would love being fussed over. And though it was unlikely Grandma would have any homemade treats on hand, what with her only grandchild tragically dead, maybe the three of us could whip up a batch of songpyeon. The beautiful kind that would bode well aesthetically for the Canadian farmhand-turned-daughter that my cousin and I were doomed to share. Maybe we could even smuggle some home to Remi in Rahm’s bottomless jacket pockets to smooth things over when she smelled where we’d been. 
 
    And we were going home. It had been questionable there for a minute, but now I was confident. Grandma would be able to get us back into Broken Wand, no problem. She would probably even be able to talk her old pal Wallace into letting us access our time-traveling apartment. No need for subterfuge with Chancellor Singh over there on the bar. 
 
    “Wow.” Rahm’s melodramatic gasp finally came out in the form of an explosively derisive snort. “That all the brimstone you got there, Satan?” 
 
    I drove both elbows into Rahm’s stomach, and he made a sound as if he were trying to slurp the words back into his big stupid mouth, but his evil twin was already growling. Even worse though, his crush was snickering at the stupid quip. A fresh cloud of amorous shifter musk enveloped my senses, making me wish my nose were still broken. Seriously. I had never smelled anything quite so potent, and I knew far more than my fair share of thirsty werewolves—including my aunt, for moon’s sake.  
 
    “Oh, you find that funny, do you?” Diana’s smokey black eyes locked on Isaak, the skin around them flushing fiery red. “You, who ought to have my back in every battle but couldn’t be bothered to get off your fat ass for one night—”  
 
    “Don’t you talk to me about not being bothered!” Isaak roared. “When I’m here all day every day all by myself lookin’ after our baby! I don’t have time for your stupid little battles no more!” 
 
    “We don’t have a baby, you moron!” Diana bucked so hard against Isabel’s iron grip that her boots lifted off the tile. “And while you were here playing house with a dog all night, I bombed every building on that campus with my bare hands, fried an entire generation of filthy witches to a crisp, and incinerated the ancient demon that cursed us to begin with! So you’ll excuse me if my magic’s a bit knackered right now!” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Okay.  
 
    So. Yeah. Wow. 
 
    A lot to unpack there. 
 
    A lot a lot a lot a lot a lot to unpack. 
 
    Or not. We could totally just leave it all right there in Pandora’s box and never ever ever ever ever acknowledge the fact that Broken Wand was gone and all the students and teachers were gone and we were never going home and— 
 
    “Diana.” Isabel squinted at the girl’s profile. “Do you mean to tell me that Laila Singh was the witch responsible for our predicament?” 
 
    “Um, yeah,” Diana spat, full of teenage venom. Then her feet drooped to the floor, pulling her lips into a bloody pout. “I was going to tell you all about it while we ate her heart, but you didn’t want to listen. You never want to listen.”  
 
    “No. That is not true, Diana.” Isabel shook her head with intoxicated vigor. “That is not what happened. I would have been perfectly content to hear all about your big adventure were it not for your disturbing insistence on calling me that which I am not, that which you refuse to be to your own son.” 
 
    “I don’t have a son!” Diana twisted her neck to flash her pink fangs in Isabel’s face. “But I might if yours were a real man.” Her frosted eyes cut toward Isaak, but then she closed them and drew a deep sommelier’s breath, savoring every nuance of whatever she’d picked up on. A Joker-like smile stretched her blood-stained cheeks until her eyes popped back open. “You ought to see what he wants to do with that boy who has my face, Bel. Talk about disturbing.” 
 
    Rahm’s energy bristled behind me, and a growl rippled from deep in his chest. The air thickened with musk, enough to make me gag, but I tightened the muscles in my throat, refusing to give Diana the satisfaction of taking it the wrong way.  
 
    “No!” Isaak yelped as one clawed hand hid the blush creeping across the back of his neck. “She’s making stuff up!” He looked over his shoulder, making desperate eye contact with me: Rahm’s wife. “It’s not true. I’m not. I would never—”  
 
    “Id!” His mother barked, drawing his attention back around to her tilted head and lifted brow. “You were in the middle of something, darling, and I think you ought to get on with it, hmm?” 
 
    “Right.” Isaak nodded, taking a deep breath and carefully running one palm over his short curls. “Yeah.” 
 
    Diana looked rapidly back and forth between them, finally settling on Isabel. “Do you even hear me when I talk? If you let him kill us, kill Daddy, then everything the two of you built will belong to someone who can’t even mate right.” 
 
    “In fifty years, I have built only one thing that matters,” Isabel said quietly, looking Diana dead in the eye, so that the girl’s milky pupils appeared as smudged reflections of her own empty black holes. “Bit by bit, day by day, for nine whole months, I put my son together. There is no truth you could smell about him that would surprise me, and nothing he could turn out to be that would make me reject him.” 
 
    Diana swallowed, her cheeks sinking inward in that oh-so-familiar Remi way. “So that’s what this is. You’re punishing me for trying to put the poor thing out of its misery.” Her nostrils flared, with anger or fear I couldn’t tell. “But that isn’t fair. I can only smell the—”  
 
    “No.” Isabel cupped Diana’s cheek, buttoning her lips with one thumb. “I am allowing my son to put you out of your misery before the day you finally see the truth and have to live with everything you’ve done.” Her dark eyes slid toward Isaak, and in their red corners, I caught another glimmer of the pure undiluted agony my mother had caused. “Are you ready then?” 
 
    “Um…” Isaak hesitated. All of his earlier confidence had vanished after Diana’s cruel outing, and his protective stance had faltered. I worried that if he did somehow go through with murdering his mother, he would be too shaken in the moments after to finish Diana before she finished him. And not to make everything about us, but… that would be really bad for us.  
 
    “Come now, darling.” Isabel withdrew her hand from Diana’s face, narrowly avoiding her snapping fangs. “This was your idea. ” 
 
    “I know,” Isaak’s voice cracked, and Diana smirked. He cleared his throat and squared his shoulders, lifting his chin. “I know, Mum. It’s just… I want you to know… this doesn’t mean I don’t love you. I do. I just—” 
 
    “None of that.” Isabel smiled almost serenely as she held her left arm out to her son, wrist turned upward within the sleeve of her black robe. “I’ve known this was coming since the night you brought him home.” Her unreadable eyes flicked toward me and Rahm. “Could not have foreseen these exact circumstances, but here we are, so please, carry on.” 
 
    “Right then.” Isaak took a shuddering breath and stepped toward her with the claws of his right hand outstretched. “Wait. Do you love me?” 
 
    Isabel closed her eyes and bent her hand backward so the blue veins popped up beneath her papery skin. “I should think that goes without saying, Id.” 
 
    “But it would be nice.” Isaak ducked his head. “To have heard it once.” 
 
    Diana threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, don’t you just deserve everything?” 
 
    Isabel slowly opened her eyes and pursed her bloodstained lips, calmly regarding her son while Diana resumed twisting within her vice-like hold. Rahm’s fingers squeezed my upper arms, crackling with pent-up wolf energy. It was almost time to run. I mentally rehearsed not stepping on broken porcelain or slipping in my own blood. Racing down the hallway. Thundering down the stairs. Bursting out the front door into the freezing February air.  
 
    The mansion’s first floor had been a multi-car garage in our world; would there be a vehicle we could steal? If we didn’t sleep—and who the hell could?—we could probably be in Twin Rivers by noon tomorrow. If Broken Wand was well and truly gone, then not even Grandma would be able to help us get home, but at least we’d have a home base from which to start our lives over, sans magic and everyone we loved.  
 
    After a long moment, Isabel reached out and grabbed Isaak’s hand, pulling until their arms were stretched full-length between them and his claws were resting on her wrist. “Do this,” she commanded. “And I swear those will be my last words.” 
 
    “No!” Diana howled, swinging both legs into the air.  
 
    Her boots slammed the underside of Isaak’s arm with a leathery thud. Fabric ripped, and my eyes clenched, refusing to see Isabel’s pale flesh splitting as mine had done only a few minutes ago. Isaak let out a strangled roar, and a body thumped against the tile. Rahm’s arms clamped around me, turning my whole body toward the wall so that he would bear the brunt of any attack. 
 
    It never came.  
 
    An eerie silence settled over the kitchen, broken only by the sound of heavy human panting. Rahm’s grip relaxed just enough for me to know that he was peeking over his shoulder, and then he swore under his breath and squeezed me closer. Peeling my eyes open, I wiggled in his arms until I was facing the crime scene. And then I, too, swore under my breath.  
 
    Isabel stood exactly where she had been, her left arm still thrust toward Isaak, who had jumped back just enough to give me a clear view of Diana crumpled at their feet. Black fabric dangled from Isabel’s elbow, revealing a strange purple bruise coiled around her forearm as if she’d recently been bound with a rope… or attacked by a small python or… or a squid. My mouth went dry. That’s how Remi had described the sensation of Daniel pulling on their fate bond—like a squid twining one tentacle around her arm, trying to drag her out to sea.  
 
    “What is that?” Diana pushed up onto her elbows and scuttled backward. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Are you sick?” Isaak fretted, grasping his mother’s hand in both of his own—now minus the claws. “Are you dying?” 
 
    “It would appear not,” Isabel sighed, pulling her hand away. She drew that arm across her chest, rotating it slowly as if to make sure everyone saw how the ugly bruise wrapped all the way around three times before disappearing under the upper portion of her sleeve. Her other hand attempted to drape the dangling fabric back in place, but Diana reached up and snagged it like a cat, ripping the sleeve clean off. Isabel sighed a second time.  
 
    Diana scrambled to her feet, and instead of, you know, catching her again, Isabel stood patiently while the younger woman wrenched her arm out flat. Isaak leaned in until his furrowed brow was mere inches from Diana’s, and together, they studied the bruise. After a few seconds, their eyes met, and I caught a glimpse of the possibility that they might actually have been friends before duty called and made things… weird.  
 
    “Smell it,” Isaak urged. “I bet it’s bone cancer. The way she smokes…” 
 
    “You don’t smoke with your bones,” Diana hissed. 
 
    “Well, there’s probably not any room left in her lungs,” he hissed back. “Go on then.” 
 
    Diana recoiled, shaking her head. “No. I don’t want to. That’s gross.” 
 
    “That’s gross,” Isaak repeated, deadpan. “Diana, you have heart strings in your teeth.” 
 
    “But not cancer.” Her upper lip bulged as her tongue toyed with one fang, and then she swallowed. “You’re the healer. Just make it go away.” She smirked, showing off her now squeaky clean fang. “Since you obviously aren’t going to kill her.” 
 
    Isaak’s strong jaw worked side to side, his cheeks reddening. “Well. It wouldn’t be very sporting of me now, knowing she’s got—” 
 
    “Oh, for moon’s sake!” Isabel yanked her hand back and pinched the bridge of her nose. “It’s not cancer.” She raked her fingers down her face. “It’s just Declan.” 
 
    “Daddy?” Diana’s nose twitched above a sudden grin, all concern for her mother-in-law apparently forgotten as she looked toward the hallway. “Is he home?” 
 
    “Is he?!” Isaak’s quivering cheeks shifted from embarrassed red to enraged purple in an instant. His enormous hands engulfed his mother’s shoulders, making her look so small and fragile that I felt my own cheeks flush with shame over what easy prey I would have been for her without him. “Is he here?! Did he hurt you?”  
 
    “Oh, please,” Isabel scoffed. “He couldn’t—” 
 
    “Is he upstairs?!” Isaak’s voice broke, his eyes going absolutely wild with terror. “Mother, did you let me put Dice up—?!”  
 
    “Daddy!” Diana chirped and bolted for the hallway door. “You’ll never guess—”  
 
    Rahm sprang forward with a savage snarl, shoving me rather unceremoniously into the wall. I understood. I was just a useless liability here, after all, and he was… well, he wasn’t a gawky teenage boy in an embarrassing makeshift skirt anymore.  
 
    Looming over his evil twin, fiery green eyes blazing behind a curtain of shaggy hair, jaw clenching beneath a rugged sheen of stubble, he looked like some sort of kilted warrior from the Scottish highlands, painted with blood for battle, bristling with such primal protective energy he didn’t even need his wolf. It was as if his spirit had come back from that last shift and filled out every inch of his fearsome frame instead of just wearing it like a little boy trying on his father’s floppy suit.  
 
    It was Diana’s turn to backpedal. She bumped up against the back door, right hand fumbling behind her for the knob. But just as quickly, she paused. Her eyebrows knit with confusion above her strung-out eyes, and then she must have remembered who she was. A cruel smile flicked her bloody lips, and her arm swung forward, palm out and glowing bright orange.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE: RAHM 
 
      
 
      
 
    Quick update: 
 
    The Family Man was no longer the Fourth Best Christmas Movie of All Time. It was no longer on the list at all. Had Nicolas Cage given the second greatest performance of his career as a wildly successful businessman who wakes up Christmas morning next to the one who got away in a version of reality where she didn’t get away and now they live with their two adorable children in the suburbs of New Jersey where he sells cars for his father-in-law and enjoys bowling? Absolutely.  
 
    But was it possible, in retrospect, that I’d only ever put it on the list to begin with because I had a fuzzy memory of watching the film with my own father, who had probably only deigned to watch something so sentimental with my mother because it starred his favorite action hero? And when I watched it again years later, had this vague happy memory prevented my sad little orphan ass from noticing the movie’s seriously forked up ending? Absolutely.  
 
    Okay, so like, spoiler alert, but what happens is that Nic’s self-absorbed character, Jack Campbell, goes on this very intense emotional journey of falling back in love with the woman he should have married and bonding with their two small children, thereby becoming the titular family man. But as soon as he realizes this is the life he wants to be living, his cryptic spirit guide is like, “Sorry, pal, pack your bags, this was just a little glimpse at what you could have had if you hadn’t been such a dumb ass.” So then Jack goes home and says goodnight to his family and wakes up back in the real world, all alone.  
 
    MERRY CHRISTMAS! 
 
    Obviously, this doesn’t last long. It’s still a movie directed by Brett Ratner and starring Nicolas Cage, so of course it ends with the latter recklessly driving his Ferrari to the airport, dodging security, and making an unhinged scene at his ex-girlfriend’s departure gate. Then we cut to a final shot of the reunited lovers laughing over coffee, and we’re obviously supposed to believe they get married, move to New Jersey, and make some babies.  
 
    Only here’s where it gets really messed up because those won’t be the same babies, now will they? The kids he met in the alternate universe were conceived years earlier with bits of unique genetic material that have long since come and gone for the people sitting at that table. And even if they could somehow biologically recreate those exact same children, the originals in the glimpse were late Millennials while the real-world knockoffs would have turned out to be early Gen Z, so… 
 
    NOT THE SAME. 
 
    Hence why I had no choice but to remove The Family Man from the Top Ten List of All-Time Best Christmas Movies. It was simply too dark for the rest of my vibe. Tiny Tim lives. Kevin McCallister survives twice. Susan Walker doesn’t get kidnapped by Kris Kringle, and Prancer doesn’t trample Jessica Riggs. George Bailey’s kids are right where he left them when he comes home, and Charlie Calvin doesn’t fall to his death from his father’s new sleigh. But if he did, you can bet Santa would have canceled Christmas forever. 
 
    But not Jack Campbell. Oh no. This asshat wakes up on Christmas morning with two dead children nobody else in his universe will ever remember, and he just… gets up. Seriously. This man just gets out of bed.  
 
    HOW?!?!?! 
 
    I hadn’t even gotten the chance to see my son’s human face, and still I knew, more than I’d ever known anything in my life, that no matter what happened next, I was not going to survive the night. When the glimpse ended, and I woke up back in a world that Dice could never live in, the sunfire in my heart would finally go full supernova.  
 
    And so, I felt no fear stepping forward and pressing my bare chest against the molten orange glow of Diana’s outstretched hand, only a wild hope that the backdraft from my blaze of glory would take this bitch out with me. White hot pain seared my flesh in the shape of my sister’s splayed fingers, but it was nothing compared to the agony of watching from a locked closet in the back of my own mind while a then-unknown demon hijacked my magic and knocked the boy I was falling in love with to his death.  
 
    I leaned into the poetic justice of my own demise, gritting my teeth and refusing to scream as my broken heart eagerly absorbed the very same magic that should have been coming from inside it. The magic I’d never wanted. Dad had foisted it on me, believing I could use it to save Remi, and with Daniel’s help, I had. I killed the kindest, gentlest person I had ever met. I carved a hole in his mother’s heart for my sister to shelter in. I signed Daniel’s own death certificate with the innocent blood he forced me to shed. And while I wouldn’t go so far as to say Dad planned it that way, I knew he wasn’t losing any eternal sleep over the fact that Remi’s happily ever after had kept me from mine.  
 
    Let this be it then.  
 
    The stench of my own cooked meat dimmed my vision, and I felt my knees begin to buckle. I lurched forward, grabbing hold of the door frame on either side of Diana so that she couldn’t get away when the combustion came. She had a whole universe to herself back home. Let this one be Isaak’s. Let this one be Dice’s. Let me— 
 
    “Diana, no!” Isabel’s primal scream slashed between us, but there were no claws on the hand that shoved me away from my blistering redemption. I lunged after it blindly, desperate to balance the cosmic scale, but a giant pair of arms caught me around the waist and hauled me backward, dragging my heels through the blood on the floor. 
 
    “Oi! Have you gone mad then?” Isaak scolded gruffly, throwing in a little shake for good measure. “You’re a dad now. You can’t be doin’ stupid shit like that.” 
 
    My vision kept flickering in and out with waves of pain, but I pointed my wide eyes in his direction—down in his direction since his head barely cleared my shoulder—and started to ask how he knew what had happened, but the firestorm of prickles his touch had ignited reached the raw edges of my fresh wound. White Fang howled through my open mouth and doubled me over Isaak’s right arm. I grasped my knees, fighting the urge to shift and throw myself through the broken back door into the snow.  
 
    Isaak’s left hand moved to my shoulder, yanking me upright—step one in preventing an unwanted shift for quadrapeds. It didn’t always work, but this time, the bony nub of my tail immediately receded with the straightening of my spine. I gulped air, winced, and gulped again. Every breath painfully stretched the burn on my chest, but at least the prickles had faded to a dull itch. Almost as if our prolonged physical contact had made that particular problem better instead of worse. Wasn’t doing any wonders for a host of others, however, so I quickly shrugged his hand off my shoulder. It dropped back to my waist where it locked onto his other arm, trapping me in a very snug bear hug.  
 
    OH. 
 
    OKAY. 
 
    THIS IS FINE.  
 
    I had been captured many times in the last two years, but this was the first time I’d ever had to figure out what to do with my own arms. Since he wasn’t making any effort to contain them, there didn’t seem to be any need to, like, pummel him with my fists, and even if there were, I had slugged my snack-stealing sister enough times to know it would be a futile mistake that would probably end with my knuckles needing to be iced. 
 
    I tried folding them over my chest, but there was the whole third-degree burn to consider, so I had to lower them to the top of my stomach, but then they were in danger of touching his arms, and given the whole skirt situation, that felt too much like we were posing for prom pictures, and if we were going to do that, then I might as well have just draped my right arm across his shoulders, which would have been the easiest and most comfortable solution. Due to him being so incredibly short, of course. 
 
    I felt guilty about the three or four inches I’d been adding to his height in the little stories I told myself so I could sleep at night. He was perfect without them, don’t get me wrong, but… and I mean, obviously this wasn’t going anywhere, since I had failed to die, and now I would have to go somewhere he could never follow, but if he could, then we would only be able to get away with the comical height difference being our cute couple gimmick until we hit thirty, at which point, we would begin our tragic descent into looking like Harry and Marv from the Second and Third Best Christmas Movies of All-Time. And I already had a head start on their whole aesthetic, thanks to the bright red handprint Diana had branded into the center of my chest.  
 
    HANDPRINT! 
 
    The blue-and-gold symbol painted on our wall flashed inside my mind like the neon sign outside the palm-reader’s shop in downtown Asheville that Castle scoffed at every time we walked by, lighting up the hazy memory of how we actually got here. I got upset about my mom’s new baby… the inevitability of Remi’s new baby… the way they had both made it clear they didn’t want me around… I overheated. I melted Isaak’s bear. I threw it at the wall. Into the hand. The fire was an accident… we couldn’t get out… Meena made the door, and now… now we were here.  
 
    But if we weren’t here… if we had been able to use the hand to return to the creepy circular hallway of the observatory… would we still have been here? On this side of the Fork? And would we have died with everyone else… with Braden… with Dash… in Diana’s attack? Had that…. had that even been my sunfire? Or had the world outside already been burning and my furious slap of the handprint translocated it in?  
 
    IS THIS REALLY HAPPENING?!?!?!?! 
 
    My heart pounded so fiercely against my ribs that it felt like it might burst through the wound and flop onto the floor… like the fish… the fish Cherhea would catch with Laith when she was pretending to be Leroy… but Leroy and Cherhea weren’t real… they had never been real… could never become real… but Dice… he was real. Not a glimpse. Not a dream. A real boy. My boy. My son.  
 
    I knew it sounded crazy, and if I’d only been human, I might have denied it—for his sake, not mine. I was nineteen years old. I hadn’t even finished high school. And I was… well, you know. There was a reason, in my little bedtime stories, why we’d taken Cherhea and left Leroy with Remi and Laith—I couldn’t even imagine having a son without imagining the day he would look at me the way Dad’s ghost had done when he saw who I really was.  
 
    But my wolf magic had spoken, and now none of that mattered. Dice’s mother had rejected him, and even though he had a father who loved him very much, when I waltzed in as her next of kin… something had happened that couldn’t be undone. And maybe that was okay. Maybe Isabel had just saved me from making a very stupid mistake.  
 
    WAIT. WHY? 
 
    The focus that had momentarily narrowed to include only myself and Isaak and Dice abruptly returned to wide angle with an influx of unhinged screaming that my own thundering pulse had kept me from fully registering. Isabel had slammed Diana up against the side of the stainless-steel fridge and wrenched her casting arm up over their heads. Bright orange magic continued to gleam like a torch from my sister’s writhing fingers, and it may have just been a trick of that eerie flickering light, but I could have sworn I saw the dark bruise coiled around Isabel’s tightened wrist and bulging bicep begin to throb.  
 
    “Unhand me, woman!” Diana strained against Isabel’s right arm, which rested across her collar bone like an iron bar, and Isabel’s bent knee, which was pressed against her thighs to prevent any more kicking. “You’ve lost your last brain cell, you stupid bear!” 
 
    A dangerous growl rumbled from the depths of Isaak’s burly chest and reverberated through the arms that still weren’t letting me go, but his mother shot him a warning look—which quickly morphed into an even more warning look when she clocked the awkward pose we’d settled into. “His arms, Id.” She sounded very tired. “Secure his arms.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” He looked up at me, cheeks glowing pink. “Um… sorry… if I could just…” He widened the circle of his arms. “If you just want to… um…”  
 
    “What? Oh, yeah, sure.” I cleared my throat and slipped my arms under his, relieved to have finally found a workable solution. “Of course.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he mumbled, tightening his grip again. “Makes a bit more sense, yeah?” 
 
    “Totally,” I whispered, remembering too late that soul-crushing guilt and eternally unrequited love weren’t the only reasons I’d taken a vow of celibacy when the other Isaak’s ghost restored my right mind. There had also been my history of making very bad decisions in pursuit of being very tightly held to consider. 
 
    Isabel narrowed her freakishly dilated eyes and then blinked several times as if perhaps she had hallucinated my stupidity. She shook her head and turned her attention back to Diana, who was rhythmically banging her head on the fridge like a war drum.  
 
    “Stop that,” Isabel slurred, twisting Diana’s arm back further. “Listen to me.” 
 
    “Daddy!” Diana shrieked at a pitch that pained my inner wolf ears. “Daddy, help! Your bitch is trying to kill me!” 
 
    To her credit, Isabel did not rip Diana’s arm out of its socket and beat her with it, which I was pretty sure even Belhollow might have been tempted to do if Remi had ever spoken to her like that. She did, however, squeeze my sister’s wrist hard enough to snuff the magic out, and in the still, blue light from the stove, I became sure of one thing—the bruise was steadily contracting and relaxing. The Chairman was calling—but was it coming from inside the house? 
 
    “He’s not here,” Isabel hissed through gritted teeth.  
 
    Diana paused with the back of her semi-shaved head against the fridge, face lolling slightly toward Isabel. “But you said—” 
 
    “You assumed,” Isabel said. “Incorrectly. As usual.” 
 
    Diana flushed all the way up to the base of her stupid haircut, which looked disturbingly similar to the one her daddy had worn on the other side of the Fork where he’d never gotten his teeth in Remi because Belhollow had ripped his whole stupid head off his shoulders. Isabel only wished she could be that metal. Or she would have done it by now.  
 
    “Then call him!” Diana punctuated her command with another head bang. “He’ll know what they are.” 
 
    “I know exactly what they are.” Isabel pushed Diana’s arm backward, bringing her own arm closer to Diana’s face. “But even if I didn’t, Declan is much too busy to be bothered.” 
 
    “Liar!” Diana turned her face away, staring at the wall. “He’s never too busy for me. Or bothered by me. He’s not you. And he’s not going to be happy about all this, so you’d better let me go, or else—” 
 
    “What?” Isabel rolled her black eyes. “He’ll kill me?” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Diana said quietly, missing the sarcasm entirely. Her eyes didn’t stray from the wall as her angrily clenched face melted into a pouty smile. “He loves you. He wants us to be a proper family. You. And him. And me.” She still didn’t turn her head, but her shark eyes rolled to the side to look at Isaak. “Just the three of us. Like it used to be.” 
 
    Isabel pushed until Diana’s right hand thumped the top of the fridge, and her own bruised wrist pressed against Diana’s cheek. “Is that so?”  
 
    “Yes.” Diana twisted her neck as far around as it would go to smash her nose against the fridge. “Get your cancer off me!” 
 
    “I’m trying,” Isabel muttered, and then she abruptly relaxed her hold, allowing Diana’s arm to come down. “I will let you go, but you must promise not to harm your mate again. That was a very close call.” 
 
    Diana’s eyes locked with mine in such mutual abject horror that I was certain she could feel the truth she couldn’t smell on some deeper cellular level. Which seemed plausible, seeing as how we had once been cells together. Before eye dots or ear buds, before the first little slivers of our perfect jawlines or the tiniest squiggles of our not-so-perfect intestines… that was how far back Remi and I went. And she was Remi. If I wanted Id to be Isaak, then I had to accept that. Diana was Remi. 
 
    Our heads shook in unison, and we both instinctively backed away from each other—her flattening against the fridge, me bending my back over Isaak’s arm. He gave in to the pressure, swinging my whole body around so that we were no longer facing the women side by side but with him out in front, looking back at them over one very broad shoulder.  
 
    “I don’t know who he is,” Isaak growled. “But he ain’t hers.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN: RAHM 
 
      
 
      
 
    Quick question: 
 
    Purely hypothetical. Just a little thought experiment. But… like… what exactly were the consequences of breaking a vow of celibacy you had sworn on the actual literal grave of someone you had unintentionally murdered, in the event that the two of you were unexpectedly reunited in another universe where no such murder had ever occurred, nor could it ever occur because your victim had grown up to be an absolute Alpha? 
 
    For the record, I didn’t know any shifters who used words like that with a straight face, not even the Chairman, but the possessive growl emanating from Isaak’s barrel chest and reverberating through his impossible arms had me owing Meena an apology for being quite so judgmental about her unsettling taste in fictional men. Not that she knew I’d ever gotten bored enough to rifle through her e-reader and discover she had a seriously weird case of shifter envy that I blamed on Laith and— 
 
    My evil twin erupted into a gleeful cackle, the female version of the way Daniel’s deranged laughter had sounded coming from my own throat in the seconds Isaak Belhollow spent floating face down in the Gladwell fountain before Laith jumped in and fished him out. Guilt splashed over me like cold, bloody water, blurring my vision until all I could see was the memory of the man who would become our mutual brother-in-law crouching over Isaak’s prone form, frantically trying to breathe life back into sixteen-year-old lips that would never be kissed. 
 
    I cringed away from everything I’d already buried. 
 
    A vow was a vow. Across every universe. 
 
    Isaak’s soft brown eyes flicked toward me, full of an all-too familiar hurt, but he’d learned all about masks from this version of his mother, and it took less than a heartbeat for his features to harden. He unlocked his arms and shoved me away, muttering, “I’ve got this. You just worry about your wife and kid.” 
 
    I staggered back, the skin around my waist prickling with a vengeance, as if I were being held at a million tiny knife-points by a million tiny muggers inexplicably demanding I return to my… 
 
    WIFE. 
 
    Right! My wife. Meena. My pregnant wife.  
 
    When Isaak said I was a dad now, he’d only meant… He didn’t know what had transpired between me and our—his son. And I couldn’t very well tell him because… well, because maybe when he said I wasn’t Diana’s mate, he’d only meant that I was Meena’s. Not that I was… not that he and I were…  
 
    WELL GOOD. 
 
    Yeah! Totally! This was great news. The best, actually, because now I would never have to tell him about the vow and why I deserved to be alone forever while all of my friends and even my own mother—while they all got to experience the full spectrum of joy that life had to offer. I would never have to tell him any of that. Because he didn’t have feelings for me.  
 
    Hell, maybe he’d never had feelings for me. Maybe Daniel’s inability to grasp the concept of a man who respected women had colored my perception of the other Isaak’s fatal attraction. Maybe he’d just wanted to be bros. And maybe he was so uncomfortable with my enduring attraction that he’d pulled some cosmic strings to drag me into another dimension where he could finally set the record… straight. 
 
    I kept staggering back until my ass hit the wall, and then I slumped against it, bare feet threatening to slide out from under me. Meena wasted no time in playing her part, burrowing under my arm and pressing her wet face against my ribs. I faintly registered the pressure of her delicate arms around my waist, but the furious prickles burned away all other sensations my skin might have felt. If we had been standing on carpet or out in the snow, White Fang wouldn’t have been able to resist the urge to stop, drop, and roll, but neither of us really wanted to wallow in the blood smeared all over the floor.  
 
    Meena’s blood. 
 
    I cringed under a fresh wave of guilt, clamping my arms around my best friend as if she might get pulled out by the undertow. I had almost lost her. And then… then I had almost left her. Alone. In a foreign universe. Without any magic. All because my dumb ass hadn’t fully grasped what her brilliant mind had long since figured out and tried to tell me—this wasn’t just a glimpse. This was real. And she wasn’t going to wake up safe and sound in her bed without my help. I had to get her back to whatever was left of our apartment at Broken Wand. Even if it meant White Fang digging up the entire observatory. We had to find that handprint. And then… then Meena would have to leave me. Alone. In a foreign universe. Without any magic. So I could return to my son.  
 
    OR… 
 
    My eyes traveled up the winding curves of muscle revealed by Isaak’s clingy black shiftskin. Personally, I preferred the authentic teddy bear in pajamas version I’d first laid eyes on over this magically photoshopped Incredible Hulk in a Batsuit, but having such an incredibly detailed visual of his impossible strength was… inspiring. I mean, what was all of it even for if not to cast aside large pieces of charred rubble blocking an escape route? And if he agreed to accompany us that far, well then… 
 
    By the time I reached his face, his dark eyebrows were furrowed with reproach though his gaze itself remained eerily blank. I had no idea how Meena and I were going to get out of this lie in the long run, but until Dice was safe on the other side of the Fork, we were going to have to lean in. Hard. Nuzzling my cheek against her matted hair, I dropped a protective hand to her midsection and tried not to think about how often that dirty old tomcat Diego was probably manhandling my fragile, half-elderly mother in a similar fashion.  
 
    GROSS. 
 
    Meena stiffened at my touch, and I couldn’t blame her because this was also super gross, but then again I could totally blame her because she was the one who had taken my tiny white lie to this extreme. She must have remembered that too because she dutifully placed a hand over mine and then tucked her face deeper into my armpit to stifle a worried sob that I knew her well enough to know was actually a hysterical giggle. But this seemed to satisfy Isaak, who gave me a curt nod before turning back to his own delirious bride and not-so-fragile but even more half-elderly mother. 
 
    “You see?” He shivered and rubbed his arms as if there were a draft coming through the broken door. “He’s already got a proper family.” 
 
    OUCH. 
 
    I must have flinched pretty hard because Meena gripped my hand and held it in place, reminding me of what I had just reminded her: Isaak’s investment in our imaginary child was the only thing keeping us alive. So what if he sounded just like my father? Why wouldn’t he? He was half witch too, and witches were all so obsessed with the strange laws of magical inheritance that the St. James family tree was apparently just a bush full of cousins who couldn’t eat cheese or develop healthy coping strategies.  
 
    “Oh, Id.” Isabel closed her eyes with a heavy sigh. “What am I going to do with you?” 
 
    “You could try listening,” he hissed. “I do have the same gift as you.” 
 
    “And too many feelings to use it.” She shook her head. “No, darling, that over there is no more a proper family than this right here.” She jerked her sharp chin between Isaak and Diana, whose laughter was tapering. “The girl is Kim Song, a grown witch nearly my age, and the boy is Diana’s mate, though why she’s glamoured him to look like Diana’s sire is beyond any logic I can follow.” 
 
    “Right. ‘Cause you’re wrong.” Isaak gestured at the bar. “Mum, you saw—”  
 
    “You think…” Diana wheezed, dropping her chin to the arm Isabel still held across her chest. “You thought—” She broke off in another fit of giggles that made her slam her skull back against the fridge. Her gauzy black eyes rolled toward Isabel, blood-ringed lips curling away from her fangs in a shit-eating grin. “You love me.”  
 
    Isabel’s whole body recoiled as if she’d been caught hugging her daughter-in-law rather than holding her at bay. Diana instantly pushed off the fridge into a pounce, pinning Isabel’s arms to her sides in an actual hug. I could almost see my sister’s phantom wolf tail wagging as she exuberantly kissed the older woman’s grimacing cheek. Repeatedly.  
 
    “Oi!” Isaak took an uncertain step toward them. “Stop that!” 
 
    “Yes. Please.” Isabel turned her face away, but it was already a well-established fact that she could forcefully relocate Diana in the blink of an eye, and it should be noted here that she was not, in fact, doing that. 
 
    “You thought killing him would kill me too,” Diana sing-songed into Isabel’s ear. “So you stopped me. You stopped me. You don’t want me to die.” 
 
    “No,” Isabel said through gritted teeth, desperately trying to maintain her poker face while knowing damn well she’d shown her whole hand. “Not like that.” 
 
    “No. Not at all.” Diana nudged her nose under the corner of Isabel’s jaw. “Tell me you were bluffing. Tell me you knew Id wouldn’t kill us.” 
 
    “Of course I knew.” Isabel rolled her eyes. “I just needed him to know it too.” 
 
    “And if you’d been wrong?” Diana asked, nosing Isabel’s jaw again. “If he’d actually had the stones to do it?” 
 
    “I’m never wrong,” Isabel huffed. “Which is why—” 
 
    “Answer me,” Diana hissed, leaving her lips pulled back over her fangs. “Would you have stopped him?” 
 
    Isabel lifted her black eyes to the ceiling and said nothing. Diana’s teeth clacked on Isabel’s jawbone as she smashed her nose up against her cheek. She was bluffing too, of course. She might commit genocide and attempt infanticide but matricide would always be her hard boundary.  
 
    “I knew I couldn’t kill you,” Isaak blurted, his voice cracking a little. “I knew it all along, so just leave her alone. You’re me son’s mother whether you like it or not, and I could never take away your chance to—” 
 
    “To what?” Diana lifted her head, eyes flashing. “Teach him how to sit? Shake? Speak?” 
 
    “Yes!” Isaak cried, clenching his fists. “He can still… he needs you. I’m… not enough.” Isaak hung his head. “Not a wolf.” 
 
    White Fang bristled—we had all the wolf stuff covered—but I swallowed his hypocritical snarl because I knew that one day, Dice would be old enough to wonder what was so wrong with him that one of his parents didn’t want him. Isaak wasn’t wrong to keep hoping Diana would get her shit together.  
 
    “My wolf knew exactly what he needed,” Diana growled, “but you…” 
 
    “He stopped you,” Isabel said. “For the same reason I would’ve stopped him from harming you.” 
 
    Diana’s bloody lips curved upward as she slowly turned her face to beam at Isabel’s profile. “And what reason would that be?” 
 
    Isabel’s brow flattened as she side-eyed Diana, who flashed her fangs and waggled her own eyebrows. Isabel grimaced and glanced away. Diana nosed her jawline once… twice… Isabel folded on the third try, tilting her head and offering up the throbbing vein on the side of her neck. Isaak whimpered, but she shushed him with a hard look.  
 
    Diana licked her lips and dove in, but she didn’t bite, of course she didn’t bite, she inhaled. With all the relish of a vampire gorging on a kill. After a few heartbeats, her eyes fluttered shut, and her monstrous grin melted into something considerably more… Remi.  
 
    Meena’s breath went still under my hand, and my own hung suspended in my throat. Could it really be that easy? Isaak retracted his earlier uncertain step with even less certainty in our direction. When Diana’s arms drooped to her sides, his cautiously rose to shield us, but it wasn’t necessary. Diana’s sunken cheek sank onto Isabel’s jutting collarbone like two pieces of a puzzle coming together with a soft click.  
 
    Isabel remained perfectly still, neither rejecting nor returning the affection. Her dark eyes slid over to the bar, pleading with Singh’s rotten heart to give her some relief from whatever memories Diana had taken. I wanted to judge her addiction as harshly as I knew Meena must be, but I also knew that if I had to spend the next eighteen years denying the true nature of my feelings for Dice, I would need to start hunting vampires too because none of the human stuff I’d tried before could touch the pain born from magic so primal.  
 
    It didn’t matter if she was Isabel Borden or Cherish Belhollow; that woman was fated to parent my sister as surely as she was her own son. A bond was a bond. Across every universe. But here, knowing Declan was a monster who would make her children mate no matter what, and having no way to escape without killing herself and abandoning them, she had denied Diana a mother to spare her from having brother. And that had gone… well, now I had a nephew for a son.  
 
    No wonder Isabel wanted to destroy Kim Song.  
 
    I hugged Meena closer, knowing how much it sucked to find out your mother hadn’t done her job. I mean, I could understand whisking the closest child to safety, but why didn’t Kim go back? Launch a surprise counter attack? Maybe it wouldn’t have changed anything, but at least Meena wouldn’t have to go home to a world where her father didn’t want her, knowing there was a world where her mother had totally abandoned her in favor of— 
 
    “Daniel!” His name jumped from my mouth, shattering the silence. Meena startled in my arms, letting out a soft cry, and Isaak whirled around, unsheathing his claws. And even though I knew the protective fervor in his eyes was directed at my fake wife and imaginary child, those infuriating prickles burned as hot as the day I set myself on sunfire.  
 
    Behind him, Diana’s eyes popped open, and I could have sworn the white plaque had thickened, making her giant black pupils even more gray. She blinked and shook her head as if coming out of a trance, and suddenly I wondered… if it might be possible… Okay, well this was really gross, and I wanted to set my brain on sunfire for even thinking it, but in the wild, it was pretty common practice for male animals to kill the offspring of females with which they wanted to mate, in order to make them… ready and willing.  
 
    “Daniel,” I repeated, looking deep into my sister’s smokey eyes. “Your mate’s name is Daniel, and he’s not me. I don’t know what his last name would be here, but his father was a very bad witch named Lyle Phorm, and his mother was a shifter named Dahlia. He might appear as a beautiful golden wolf, but it’s just a glamour, he’s really a mountain lion, and he’s—” I stopped to swallow my rising emotions. “He’s an incredibly powerful Manip, maybe the strongest there’s ever been. He can possess people. Turn them into puppets for months on end. Force them to do things I would—they would never do on their own.” I cast an apologetic look at Isaak, trying not to picture the side of his head smashed in. “That’s the real reason we’re here. To warn you.” 
 
    “So… you’re not here to get verified?” Isaak’s brow furrowed. “There’s no baby?” 
 
    “Of course there is!” Meena dug her nails into my knuckles. “Right here! We just thought we’d kill two birds with one stone. While we were in the neighborhood.” 
 
    “Exactly! Yeah! That!” I scrambled to straighten out our tangled web of lies. “Once we found out, we knew we couldn’t wait any longer. Because if Daniel got his claws in any one of you, the entire Tooth & Claw Society could crumble.” 
 
    “And we wouldn’t want that!” Meena gave a nervous, high-pitched laugh.  
 
    Isaak made a face like we were nuts for not wanting that but quickly shook it off. He rubbed the back of his neck. “And how did you say you know him?”  
 
    “Um…” I looked at Meena. 
 
    She looked at me. “Well, you see…” 
 
    “The thing is…” I cleared my throat.  
 
    “They don’t know anything.” Diana shoved Isabel away and came sauntering over with a glint in her eyes that told me my long shot hadn’t paid off. She was acting on impulses entirely her own. “Two out of three’s not bad, but it’s no cigar.” 
 
    Isaak threw out his right arm to block her approach. “What are you on about?” 
 
    “My fate-bound mate.” Diana folded both her arms on top of his outstretched one as if it were a porch rail and leaned forward, locking eyes with me. “He is a mountain lion, and he is a Manip, but his name’s not Daniel, and his parents are human.” 
 
    “That’s two out of four,” I whispered, catching myself just in time before I called her a dumb ass. “And you’re talking about Laith. Who is also not him.” 
 
    Diana’s eyes briefly widened before narrowing into vicious slits. “Yes, he is. You don’t know shit. You don’t—” 
 
    Isaak laughed. A deep, rich sound that rumbled from the depths of his chest and then spiraled out of control. He laughed until his cheeks turned red and tears glistened in his eyes. He laughed until he forgot what was happening and pulled back his arm so he could cover his face with both hands. I turned my body to shield Meena, but luckily, Diana was too offended by his outburst to remember she was in the middle of being offended by me. 
 
    “Stop that!” She hauled off and slugged him on the shoulder, which did nothing but make her wince. “I said stop!” 
 
    “Di!” Isaak wheezed, dragging his hands from his face. “You can’t seriously believe… the barn cat!”  
 
    “Don’t call him that!” Diana snapped. “Jealous husband isn’t a good look for you.” 
 
    “I’m not jealous.” Isaak rolled his eyes. “You’re just ridiculous. Laith is human born. You said so yourself. But your fate-bound has to be a mutt like us. That was the whole point!” 
 
    Diana’s lips parted, and she ran her tongue thoughtfully between her fangs. “Well, obviously his parents lied about being his parents.” 
 
    “But he’s got no magic!” Isaak studied her face with concern. “You have to know that.” 
 
    “No, no, I think he does. Come on. You’ve seen him with the ponies.” She bit one corner of her lower lip and held her hands up palms out in an eerily spot-on impression of my real sister’s boyfriend. Then she crossed her arm and lifted her eyebrows, triumphant. “Eh? Yeah? What’s all that about then?” 
 
    Isaak slapped both hands onto his fuzzy scalp and shook his head. “You really do just see whatever the hell you want to see, don’t you? You have a crush, Di. You don’t have to justify it by twisting the truth to suit the legend of Diana, Goddess of the Moon.” He drew the last word out like a moaning ghost and waved his fingers in the air. “You could just be a girl. With a crush.” 
 
    “I’m not just a girl, and it’s not just a crush, but I could hardly expect someone like you to know how it feels when you meet the person you’re meant to mate with.”  
 
    “Oh, then please enlighten me, Your Blessedness.” Isaak folded his arms over his chest, making every vein and sinew bulge beneath his shiftskin. “Tell me how you know. Let me live vicariously—” 
 
    “It hurts,” she blurted as if she’d been waiting for a very long time to tell someone. “It hurts all over. Like lying down in a meadow and waking up covered in ants. No. Like all the ants crawled inside you, and now they’re trying to eat their way out.” She swallowed hard and rubbed her arms. “I couldn’t get close to him without it happening, but then whenever I tried to walk away, it got worse. And you know—you know I’m not afraid of anything,” she said fiercely. “But it got a little scary, Id. I thought I was sick. I thought it might never end, but then…”  
 
    Diana trailed off as a dreamy smile overtook her blood-spattered face. My pulse roared in my ears, every pump of my heart trying to expel the ants that had taken over my body since Isaak appeared at the top of the stairs. It must have been a genetic flaw. Some haywire immune response to our own hormones. Yeah. That made sense. Too many cousins in the bush we dropped from. Just add it to the list of things we couldn’t do right.  
 
    “But then what?” Isaak grabbed his wife’s elbows, and I had to agree—jealous husband was not a good look for him. All the color of his laughter had drained from his face, leaving his skin as pallid as his mother’s, and if his gaze had gotten any more intense, his eyes would have crossed. “What did you do to make it stop?” 
 
    “I kissed him. Obviously.” Diana smirked. “Sorry, love.” 
 
    Isaak’s Adam’s apple bobbed. “That’s all? To stop it, I mean. That’s all it took?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. It’s fairy magic, isn’t it?” She shrugged. “True love’s kiss and all that.” 
 
    “Oh.” Isaak let go and immediately reached for his neck, tugging at the collar of his shiftskin. He froze, eyes wide, and closed his hand into a fist. Then he punched it into his other palm with a loud smack and cleared his throat. “Right then.” 
 
    I couldn’t breathe from all the ants swarming inside my lungs. They stung the corners of my eyes and the walls of my throat until everything felt like it was swelling shut. But through the tears, I could still see Diana’s eyebrows drop into a vicious V, her smile rippling up her face like Tim Curry’s concierge discovering Kevin McCallister stole his father’s credit card.  
 
    “Oh, that’s cute.” She stepped forward so they were nose to nose. “You took one look at this boy with my face, and now you think your sweaty palms and whatever else mean you could have the same thing as me?” 
 
    The color returned to Isaak’s cheeks in a bright burst of red, but he wasn’t laughing. He lowered his eyes and shrank back, and it didn’t matter how much he’d grown, he was still the same boy Daniel had backed against the fountain’s rock wall.  
 
    “You can’t hide from me.” Diana’s head twisted like a snake as she slithered back into his personal space. “I can smell it all over you. But what I’ve got with Laith? That’s not for you. That will never be for you. The purpose of a mate is to mate, and we know you can’t do that right. But even if you could, you’d still be too fat and stupid for anyone—” 
 
    My hand shot out and caught Diana by the collar of her shiftskin, flinging her to the floor behind me as I stepped into her place, pausing just long enough to look into those bottomless brown eyes and make sure I hadn’t imagined everything. He glanced at my lips, but then his gaze shot over to Meena and his head started to shake. I cupped his stubbled cheek, made him look up at me. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I whispered inside his mind. “We’re not really married.” 
 
    “Oh.” The corner of his lips quirked under my hand. “Neither am I.” 
 
    I kissed him then, the way I’d wanted for two long years, ever since the night the wooden gates of Gladwell opened and I saw him standing in the UTV’s headlights, and when his hand curled around my wrist and he kissed me back, the fire faded from my flesh and from where it always blazed deep inside my chest until everything felt cool and dark and still like lying in the snow and looking at the stars on Christmas Eve. No guilt. No shame. Only peace. Finally, peace.  
 
    Fate was fate. Across every universe.

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    I couldn’t look away.  
 
    Honestly, I’d kind of forgotten that I should. Pack life had slowly shifted my perception of human values like privacy and propriety until watching my beautiful cousin make out with his musclebound mate six inches in front of me as if I were the photographer for their romance novel cover shoot felt like a little treat the universe owed me in exchange for having to know that my other beautiful cousin and her musclebound mate celebrated Christmas with a little make-believe game called The Ice Queen Accountant and Her Financially Incompetent Reindeer Farmer.  
 
    Isaak’s hand jumped from Rahm’s wrist to his bare shoulder, urgently pulling him closer as if he’d spent the last two years pining for him also. But that was impossible. There wasn’t another version of Rahm for this version of Isaak to have already fallen in love with, so my cousin had really just waltzed in here uninvited, announced he couldn’t digest diary, attempted to kidnap a baby, and still made it to first base faster than— 
 
    No. I refused to think any petty thoughts. My own love life was neither here nor there. Because I’d dumped Braden there, and Diana had mass-murdered him here. So no need to worry about some gruffly sexy doppelganger showing up and holding onto my back as if I were the only floating object left on the ocean after the world’s worst shipwreck. 
 
    Because he was dead.  
 
    Diana’s boots squeaked in my puddle of blood as she scrambled to her feet, and the two timelines briefly merged into a single haunting image of Braden sitting stoic and alone in the cavernous dining hall, dripping cocoa and marshmallows from his scruffy beard while chunks of burning wood and plaster rained down all around him. He didn’t even cough when the smoke filled his lungs. He just let her kill him.  
 
    I shoved off the wall, meeting Diana’s lunge for Rahm with a shoulder to her sternum. My arms locked around her unnervingly narrow waist, and I poured all of my now eerily equal weight into driving her back to the floor. She was positively flimsy compared to Remi, and I felt a savage schoolyard urge to inform this boyfriend-killing bitch that, fate or no fate, her chances of long-term sexual satisfaction were slim because the barn cat preferred a little something extra to make biscuits with, if you know what I’m saying.  
 
    But. That would have been childish and wrong even though she didn’t hesitate to body shame her opponents. So I focused my energy on grappling for control of her casting arm before she could deliver an actual sick burn like the one on Rahm’s chest. Besides, I didn’t know what was really going on under that shiftskin. She had just given birth, like, a month ago tops if Dice had just opened his eyes two weeks ago.  
 
    Wait.  
 
    I faltered as the rest of that math spontaneously mathed itself in my head. Or tried to, anyway. Because it didn’t quite work out. Dice had to have been conceived last spring, but Isaak hadn’t turned eighteen until October. And while I was sure the legal age of consent didn’t mean much to the Chairman or his mini-me Diana, I did find it a little hard to believe that Isabel would let that happen to him. I was also pretty sure it wouldn’t have worked. Not unless he’d gotten both his bear and his magic half a year early. Not impossible, just look at Rahm, but… 
 
    Diana’s legs clamped around my thighs, flipping me onto my back. My head smacked the tile for a second time inside the hour, and lights once again flashed before my eyes. But there was no time to recover. I blindly flung my arms around Diana’s ribs as they shifted from sharp human curves into gently bowed wolf slats and buried my face in the coarse fur sprouting from her throat. Her jaws snapped at the nape of my neck, splashing my skin with oily saliva, but the angle was no good for a killing blow.  
 
    She plopped down, heavy enough in this form to knock the wind from my chest. Her front legs stretched out on either side of my head and shoulders, hemming me in as her haunches settled on my hips. I fought to keep my face in her fur, but she stretched up her neck, twisting her muzzle to the left before slamming it hard against the rounded corner of my skull. Her tongue washed over my right ear, hot and sticky, and I knew if she got even one fang behind it, she would rip the whole thing off and slurp my brains out like spaghetti.  
 
    My hands climbed the bony ladder of her spine until they found themselves grasping what felt like a blanket of floppy loose flesh on the back of her neck. An acidic emotion lodged in my throat, as if all of my hatred had been boiled down to a vitreous liquid on which I felt like I could choke. Puppy scruff. She still had puppy scruff.  
 
    Diana’s wolf looked more like an adult than Remi’s new bear, but she wasn’t actually finished growing up either. I still didn’t understand the human-to-animal age conversion rate, but I’d seen enough nature documentaries to know that in a wild pack, Diana probably wouldn’t be allowed to mate for another year or two, much less last— 
 
    Oh.  
 
    My fingers curled into the remainder of adolescence behind my cousin’s pinned ears even as she continued trying to gnaw one of mine off. I didn’t have Remi’s gift for inference, but I knew exactly what Diana had done. And I couldn’t totally blame her.  
 
    I would never forget the shame burning up Remi’s face the night her whole pack sat around the table she clearly wanted to disappear under and discussed how science might help her fulfill her one and only purpose and break the curse. No one else believed it was her only reason for being, of course, but she did that night, and she struggled with it still. 
 
    For her, not going through with it had never been an option, so if the plans made around that table had fallen through… if it wouldn’t have worked out for Hickoree to act as surrogate and Remi actually had to face the reality of Laith watching her carry another man’s child… then she might very well have panicked and made the same choice. If someone she trusted had promised her the baby would be okay.  
 
    One month ago minus nine months equaled April.  
 
    But one month ago minus two equaled October.  
 
    She must have shifted as soon as the Chairman’s nose verified her condition and then held that shift non-stop until Dice arrived in late December. Impossibly early for a human child, but right on time for a perfect baby wolf.  
 
    My stomach lurched, and the acid in my throat finally flooded my mouth and spilled onto her fur. I had no idea where or how it actually went down, but I pictured the awful scene through the leans of a grainy night vision camera tucked inside an earthen den. Dice mewling in the darkness, totally blind and totally deaf, small enough to fit in a single human hand. Diana doing what she was supposed to do and chewing the cord to activate his shifter magic. Had she cared for him at all while she waited for him to change, or had she smelled the truth that he never would and fled right away?  
 
    My imaginary camera kept filming after she’d gone. Dice still mewling in the darkness, still totally blind and totally deaf, but now cold and hungry and alone, waiting for the end in his nursery-turned-crypt while a voice over from Sir David Attenborough explained with practiced neutrality that it wasn’t all that unusual for an immature, overwhelmed mother animal to abandon any offspring that would take more resources than she had to give.  
 
    And who had less than Diana?  
 
    I didn’t realize how hard I was holding onto her neck until I felt the tickle of her scraggly tail drooping across my knee. Her fangs kept scraping the side of my head, but slower now and without much force, more like I was an old bone she was lazily playing with and not a fresh kill. For a second, I thought I’d accidentally been strangling her in my anger, but when her tail swished to my other knee, my eyes flew wide with understanding and hope.  
 
    I crossed my arms at the wrists for a tighter hug, burying each hand in the fur behind its opposite ear. And then I scratched. Like I’d just hopped off the bus after a terrible day at school, and she was the husky I’d always dreamed of who had just bounded across our meager lawn to cheer me up by knocking me into the grass and covering me with kisses. I scratched her like that until one set of hind claws started tapping the tile. Faster and faster the harder I scratched until I felt that whole leg twitching with pleasure.  
 
    Tears began to well, and I press my wet eyes deeper into her fur. When was the last time anyone had touched her with love? Aunt Rhea? Uncle Raf? Eighteen years in the past? She had kissed Laith and made the fire ants go away, but I knew Laith well enough to know that he wouldn’t be with someone like Diana, no matter what fate told him. And I knew the humiliating rage of having tried and been pushed away. 
 
    What if you had no one to tell you he was stupid? What if you had no one to sit with you on a cliff when your father failed you or remind you that your dead mother would always love you? What if there was no one in your life who would protect you from everything they could and heal you from anything they couldn’t? 
 
    “Shhh,” I soothed, moving one hand to the top of her skull. “You’re okay.” 
 
    I stretched my thumb and pinkie from ear to ear, pressing them into the hollows where each velvety flap met her scalp. My other three fingers stretched forward, one above each whiskered eyebrow and one in the little dent between them. And then I drew them all together soft and slow, over and over and over and over, the way I imagined Belhollow must have done in the life where my mother hadn’t left me to die.  
 
    “Good girl,” I murmured. “Good Remi.” 
 
    I cringed at the potentially deadly slip, but Diana was far too out of it to notice. Her weight sagged, crushing the air from my lungs, and she paused with her open jaws engulfing my skull. Her tongue lapped at my ear a few more times, ratcheting up my future therapy bills, but then slid away with the rest of her muzzle as her head lolled to the side and thumped against the floor. I let mine do the same and stared up at a ceiling I had become far too familiar with, feeling my elbows rise and fall with the rhythmic churning of her jutting shoulders. Diana was sleeping. 
 
    “Meena?” Rahm’s shaky voice pulled my attention to the left where he stood halfway between me and the wall, slightly behind Isaak, who was holding his hand. Adorable. I wondered how long it had taken them to stop making out and stumble three steps to my rescue before just… not rescuing me. 
 
    “Kim.” Isabel’s voice came from behind me, and I tilted my head back to find her standing right over us with her left arm stretched toward the boys, warning them with her claws not to come any closer. Okay, well, that sort of excused them.  
 
    Isabel’s blackened eyes gave nothing away as she extended one foot over my face. I caught a brief glimpse of the fresh burn on her sole from the cigarette she’d stepped on earlier, right before she hooked her heel between Diana’s shoulders and rolled her off.  
 
    The wolf crumpled like a rug and didn’t stir. As much as I wanted to believe I had tamed her with love, I knew it probably had a lot more to do with the fact that she was on paranormal drugs, and she wouldn’t just magically be Remi when she woke up.  
 
    Isabel stepped to my side, peering down at me with her head tilted like an owl. Her jaw worked from side to side, pursing her lips. I knew she was considering her options, running the odds for the most satisfying way to settle my mother’s debt.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered, accepting the mantle. “I should have helped you, Isabel. I was very, very wrong.” 
 
    Her fingers flexed, and the claws disappeared from the hand she stretched out to me. The bruise around her arm continued to throb with an unsettling rhythm that seemed very off compared to the one I was used to hearing from the headboard on the other side of my bedroom wall. But then I’d never have expected Declan Helms to be good at mating.  
 
    I turned my head to look at Diana’s face, the infinity mask looped around her scrunched, twitching eyes. Dreaming of what? The life he’d promised? She wasn’t a goddess, but she was the liberator of her people, deserving of their gratitude and respect if not their literal worship. So he’d told her it would be fine to cut a few corners and claim her glory sooner. But he lied. She was never his daughter. Never his heir.  
 
    I took Isabel’s hand, and she pulled me to my feet. We regarded each other carefully.  
 
    “I’m surprised he didn’t make you do it,” I said after a few seconds, trying to make myself sound more forty-three. “You’re not dead yet, Isabel.” 
 
    “No.” She dropped my hand and scissored two fingers. “But he knows what would happen if he tried.” 
 
    “Right.” I laughed a little and then cleared my throat. “How many is he up to then?”  
 
    “Well, I don’t get a bloody report.” She rolled her eyes down to her wrist. “But he takes as many as his little pill will let him every night.” 
 
    I swore and then asked rather boldly, “Why don’t you kill him?” 
 
    “As of right now, Diana and Id are still the heirs to our empire.” She looked away, trying not to let the fear show. “They would be mobbed and slaughtered in our absence.” 
 
    “Then what can I do for them?” 
 
    “Declan has broken Diana beyond repair.” She bent over and hefted the limp wolf onto her shoulder and hip like a very fluffy toddler who passed out on the ride home. “She cannot be trusted around my son or her own.  
 
    “That’s not true.” My voice cracked. “No one—” 
 
    “I let myself think that once.” Her gaze skewered mine. “I was wrong.” 
 
    I looked to Rahm for help, but he shook his head sadly. My shoulders slumped with resignation. We couldn’t save them all.  
 
    Isabel carried Diana over to the bar and started wrapping up Singh’s heart. “I’m going to take Diana upstairs, and when she wakes up, we’re going to eat the rest of this while we talk about cats, I suppose.” She gave a little shudder. “After that, we will both fall asleep, and I dare say we’ll stay that way until Monday.” She turned to look at me with a tight smile “Will that be enough time?” 
 
    I swallowed the truth that I had no idea how to do what I knew she was asking me to do and nodded emphatically. We would just have to figure that out before Monday. Isabel inclined her head with gratitude and moved toward the hallway door without even pausing to acknowledge her stricken son. 
 
    “Mum!” He trotted after her, dodging Rahm’s attempt to hold him back. “Mum, what are you—” 
 
    “Hush, Id” Isabel snarled. “Wait for my door to close, and then go get your son.” 
 
    “Are you kicking us out?” Isaak’s lip trembled, eyes darting back to Rahm. “Is it ‘cause…? I can’t help that, Mum, and I don’t even understand what just happened, but I know he’s special, and Dice needs him.” 
 
    “I know,” Isabel said. “If I couldn’t see that too, then I wouldn’t let you go.” 
 
    She turned from him quickly and stepped into the hall. He watched her go for a moment, squaring his broad shoulders and lifting his chin, and then he crumbled and ran to the doorway, grabbing hold of the frame.  
 
    “You won’t even say it now?” He called out. “It’s only three words.” 
 
    Her heavy footsteps didn’t slow. “Don’t get caught. Isaak.” 
 
      
 
    END OF THE EPISODE 
 
      
 
    NEXT: Season 2 - Episode Three: The Mended Wand 
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    The Winter Sacrifice (Veiled World) 
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    Blood Dawn (Veiled World) 
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