
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Praise for Kelley Armstrong

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Armstrong is a talented and evocative writer who knows well how to balance the elements of good, suspenseful fiction, and her stories evoke poignancy, action, humor and suspense.”

        The Globe and Mail

      

        

      
        “[A] master of crime thrillers.”

        Kirkus

      

        

      
        “Kelley Armstrong is one of the purest storytellers Canada has produced in a long while.”

        National Post

      

        

      
        “Armstrong is a talented and original writer whose inventiveness and sense of the bizarre is arresting.”

        London Free Press

      

        

      
        “Armstrong’s name is synonymous with great storytelling.”

        Suspense Magazine

      

        

      
        “Like Stephen King, who manages an under-the-covers, flashlight-in-face kind of storytelling without sounding ridiculous, Armstrong not only writes interesting page-turners, she has also achieved that unlikely goal, what all writers strive for: a genre of her own.”

        The Walrus

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Kelley Armstrong

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Otherworld: Kate & Logan

        Wolf’s Bane

      

        

      
        Rockton series

        City of the Lost

        A Darkness Absolute

        This Fallen Prey

        Watcher in the Woods

        Alone in the Wild

      

        

      
        Standalone Novels

        The Masked Truth

        Aftermath

        Missing

        Wherever She Goes

      

        

      
        Completed Series (fantasy)

        Otherworld

        Darkest Powers

        Darkness Rising

        Age of Legends

      

        

      
        Completed Series (mystery)

        Nadia Stafford

        Cainsville

      

      

    

  



    
      Wolf's Curse

    

    




      
        Kelley Armstrong

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: K.L.A. Fricke Inc]
          [image: K.L.A. Fricke Inc]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental.

      

      

      
        
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission of the Author, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2020 by K.L.A. Fricke Inc.

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        Cover Design by Cover Couture

        www.bookcovercouture.com 

      

        

      
        Photo (c) Depositphotos/Subbotina

        Photo (c) Shutterstock/Voraorn Ratanakorn

        Photo (c) Shutterstock/Stephen Moehle

      

      

      
        
        ISBN-13 (print): 978-1-989046-16-6

        ISBN-13 (e-book): 978-1-989046-17-3

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For Julia

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  







            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






Kate

        

      

    

    
      Hell hounds outside; hell house inside. What more could we ask for? Human skulls nailed to the ceiling, apparently.

      It’s been, oh, about twenty-four hours since my twin brother, Logan, and I showed up at a youth leadership conference for supernaturals. We’ve learned so much already . . . leading a small group of our fellow campers in a flight for our lives.

      Of course, real leaders wouldn’t have left three-quarters of the campers behind to fend for themselves. Still, considering that those campers tried to burn us at the stake, I’m thinking we can be forgiven for not circling back to make sure they’re okay.

      Logan would say I’m being flippant to hide the fact that I hate leaving them behind. They aren’t monsters who wanted to burn werewolves. They’re infected supernatural teens, and abandoning them to their fate is wrong.

      Wrong, but also necessary, considering the part where they want to kill us. Logan and I need to focus on the four campers with us, who haven’t been infected. Four lives we can save. Though, at this point, they’re as likely to save us.

      There are six of us. Logan and me, plus another werewolf, Elijah. Allan and Holly, sorcerer and witch respectively. And one really cranky not-quite-vampire named Mason. We escaped the funeral pyre, only to find the hell beasts in the forest, and we’ve managed to take refuge in that horror film staple: an abandoned cabin in the woods. It’s already going smashingly as we stand inside, staring at the skulls on the ceiling and the femurs nailed over the front door.

      “Tell me this is a good sign,” Elijah says as I investigate the femurs. “I don’t know shit about magic, so just tell me this is powerful mojo that will keep us safe, and not proof that someone’s been using this place for ritual sacrifice. Those are just old bones. Really, really old. Better yet, plastic. Halloween decorations.”

      “The fact that they’re nailed to the door does suggest ritual magic,” Holly says. “Protective magic like the warding.”

      Elijah walks up beside me and murmurs, “Not plastic, are they?”

      I shake my head.

      He lowers his voice even more. “Not old, either, right?”

      I glance up at him.

      “Shit,” he mutters.

      I sneak a look at Logan. Our eyes meet, and he gives the slightest shake of his head. Elijah may have been joking about pretending they’re Halloween decorations, but no one needs details right now. Not when the answers aren’t the sort anyone will like.

      My Dad’s specialty is cultural anthropology, and I’ve studied some physical anthropology—the archeology side. I’m no expert, and there’s no way in hell I can guess age. I just know these bones aren’t nearly as old as we’d like them to be.

      “They’re fine,” I say firmly. “They’re being used to protect the house like Holly said. Keeping evil from crossing the threshold. It’s a good thing I didn’t get this door open, or Mason would have burst into flame, entering without an invitation.”

      “I heard that,” Mason calls from the next room. “Also not true. I can go where I want, no invitation needed.” He steps into the entryway, sees the bones and says, “Fuck. Remind me why we’re here again?”

      “Because, at the risk of repeating myself, it’s better than being out there. And right now, that’s as good as it gets.”

      We poke our heads into the other rooms and confirm we’re alone. It’s a small, rectangular wood cabin. One entry door. Two bedrooms, a kitchen, a living room and a primitive bathroom. We also check out the broken window and confirm the hell hounds are still there. It takes Holly’s spell to make them manifest, but once cast, we see the ugly beasts prowling the cabin’s perimeter. As much as we hate those warding bones, they’re part of the magic keeping the hell hounds out. Good enough.

      Next step: catch our breath before we explore and come up with a plan. I’m in the bathroom, which is little more than an indoor outhouse, cleaning up. Or trying to—the tap has no running water. A generator must provide electricity to run the pump. We’ll find that later if we need to stay long. I’m really hoping we won’t.

      Luckily, there’s a container of water under the sink for emergencies, and while I’m tempted to leave it for emergency drinking, I’m not convinced it’d be safe for that. It smells fine, though, even to a werewolf nose. I compromise by splashing a handful onto a towel and using it to wash the dirt and blood from my arms and face. I’m halfway through the job when a knock comes on the half-open door.

      “Hey, Lo,” I say without needing to turn. “Come on in.”

      He steps through, and he’s turning to close the door when Elijah appears, raising a “just hold on” finger.

      For a second, I think my chronically polite brother is actually going to shut the door in Elijah’s face. But he hesitates and then grunts, sounding a lot like Dad.

      “May I speak to Kate, please?” Elijah asks.

      “After I do.”

      Elijah’s dark eyes flash, and he opens his mouth to argue, but Logan says, “I need to speak to my sister about the current situation.” Their eyes meet, and I know something’s going on here. Before I can interject, Elijah eases back with a nod, and Logan shuts the door.

      “What’s that about?” I ask.

      “How are you doing?” Logan asks. “That demon threw you hard.”

      Right. Did I mention the demon? Presumed master of the hell hounds? Yep, we’ve got that, too.

      “I’m fine,” I say. “What’s with—”

      Logan moves farther into the room and lowers his voice. “I know about Brandon.”

      I blink, struggling to remember who the hell Brandon is. Oh, wait, that’d be my ex. My first long-term boyfriend, who cheated on me. I dumped his ass six months ago, and my school life has been shit ever since. That Brandon. Kind of hard to forget, which is proof of just how crazy these last twenty-four hours have been.

      Logan rubs a hand over his mouth. “This is a lousy time to bring it up. I just . . .” He looks at me. “I know what Brandon did to you, and what you’ve been going through because of it, and when we get home, I’m asking Mom to switch schools.”

      “You want me to go to another—?”

      “Us. We’re switching schools.”

      I square my shoulders. “I can handle it, Lo.”

      “I know you can. The problem, Kate, is that I can’t. Send me back to that school, and I will hurt him. That sounds awful, and I’m ashamed to even say it, like I’m some kind of Neanderthal, protecting a sister who doesn’t need protecting. But the thought of what Brandon did . . .”

      I say carefully, “I’m not sure what you heard, Lo, but he didn’t do anything. Not . . . whatever you might be thinking.”

      “That he screwed around with another girl because you wouldn’t have sex with him. Then he told you about it. Then he told girls who already don’t like you, giving them ammunition to make your spring term a living hell. Is that not what happened?”

      By the time he finishes, my eyes are brimming over. He sees that and pulls me into a hug. “I’m sorry. I can say I wish you’d told me, but I understand why you didn’t. It was my job to see that you were hurting. And I did. I just . . .”

      His shoulders shrug against mine. “Instead of asking you what was wrong, or even asking why you broke up with him, I got pissy because you weren’t confiding in me, and I sulked. You were backing away, and I missed you, and I never thought that, maybe, something happened that you weren’t comfortable bringing up. Something that I should have known already because the people hurting you were . . .”

      “Your friends.”

      He tenses. “I . . . I want to say they’re not, Kate. That they’re just kids I hang out with at school. That sounds like an excuse, though. I do hang out with them. They consider themselves my friends. I should have known what was going on.”

      “They were very careful to make sure you didn’t. You’re the cool Danvers twin.”

      His laugh comes as a snort, his cheeks coloring. “Trust me, I’m not, and if they’ve made that mistake, that’s their loss. I . . . I don’t know what happened, Kate. One minute you were the cool one, and I was your tagalong brother, and then suddenly, from the way people acted, it was like we switched places, and I don’t know why because we didn’t change. At all.”

      “We grew up,” I say. “What was cool and quirky in middle school was weird in high school. I felt like . . .” I step back, hands going into my pockets. “Dad says he felt like other kids could tell he didn’t belong. It’s like that for me. I don’t think they’re sensing that I’m not human. They can just tell I’m different. Like a dog in a wolf pack. Sometimes they’ll accept it . . . and sometimes they’ll drive the imposter out. I just don’t fit.”

      “I don’t think it’s that, Kate. You’re smart. You’re outspoken. You say what you mean. You don’t suffer fools gladly. If you were a guy, that’d make you king of the hill. But you aren’t, and I saw you struggling. To me, though, you’re like an Amazon striding through the battlefield, chopping down anyone who gets in her way, and I just left you to it, figured you were doing fine. But just because you can fight back doesn’t mean the blows don’t hurt.”

      I hug him tight. “Thank you. As for fall term, we’ll discuss that later. For now, we’ve got bigger things to deal with.”

      He nods. “Whoever owns this cabin is a spellcaster, probably a witch. I’m going to talk to Holly about that. See if we can combine our research databanks to come up with an answer.”

      “And I’ll look around. See if I can find any clues about the spellcaster or that demon.”
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Kate

        

      

    

    
      I start my survey of the building. There’s a sense of the unreal about the place that slithers down my spine and prickles my nerves. It looks rustic. Very rustic, as if it’s been boarded up for a hundred years. Yet I doubt the structure is half that old, and there are odd, almost anachronistic touches throughout that make it seem like a Hollywood set. The rustic pioneer cabin, complete with animal-skin rugs and a flintlock over the stone fireplace . . . and a bottle of honeysuckle hand sanitizer that a crew member forgot in the bathroom.

      I keep telling myself that I’m just on edge, because, really, who wouldn’t be? I feel as if someone stuck me in a clothes dryer and hit Super-spin.

      While I’d treated Mason’s dire warnings lightly, I’m all too aware that he has a point. Exactly how long can we stay in here without food or water? Paige is due at the conference tomorrow, and no one will come searching for us before that. I don’t want them to, either, considering what’s out there.

      If this cabin rubs me the wrong way, that’s just me being anxious and sore. So what if it looks ancient with out-of-place modern touches? People build faux Victorian manors all the time, and it doesn’t matter how much gaudy antique bling they stuff inside, they’ll still have their big screen TV and a microwave.

      Except this isn’t like that. This feels staged. It feels wrong.

      I’m in the bedroom, running my fingers through dust on the headboard while staring down at a crisp quilt that looks and smells freshly laundered as the scent of lavender wafts up.

      When Elijah steps in, I only nod, acknowledging him. Then I bend to look for electrical outlets. There are none. Just a candle by the bedside, one that smells of . . . beeswax? There’s a splotch of wax on the floor, and I lower myself to touch it. It’s soft. That’s—

      The creak of the door startles me, and I look over as Elijah shuts it behind him.

      “Do you have a second to talk?” he asks.

      “Not really.”

      “I just want—”

      I rise. “This is awkward. I get that. You wanted nothing to do with me, and now we’re on the run together, so you’d like to smooth things over. Not necessary.”

      “I know I hurt you—”

      “Yes, yes, you did, and the fact that I’m admitting that suggests I’m a little freaked out by everything else. But sure, let’s be honest. You were an asshole, and you hurt me.”

      “I didn’t mean—”

      “You asked me to be your fake girlfriend. Your idea, not mine. You were having trouble with the girls at camp, so I was going to be your shield. Fine by me—I didn’t like the attention I was getting, either. You seemed nice, interesting, fun to be around. You’re a helluva kisser. You’re also hot, which is always a bonus. We had a blast, and the next morning, you dumped me . . . after I did absolutely nothing wrong.”

      “You didn’t. It was—”

      “It was you, not me. Yep, but the problem is that you made me feel like it was me, as if I was some stalker chick, as bad as the others. I followed your lead. Agreed to be your girlfriend. Kissed you when you initiated it. Didn’t cling or hang around.”

      I meet his gaze. “Logan was attacked in his bed last night because he’s a werewolf. I wanted to warn you about that since you are, you know, a werewolf, and you brushed me off like I was making up crap to get your attention after you dumped me.”

      “I didn’t mean that at all.”

      I start pacing the room, scanning it, not sure what I’m looking for, but keeping busy as I talk. “You treated me like shit, Elijah. I thought you were someone I’d like to get to know as a friend with or without the fake boyfriend nonsense. But you turned out to be just another garden-variety asshole who thinks every girl is chasing him for a hookup.”

      “I never thought that about you, Kate. I just . . . I needed some distance and—”

      “And now you can’t get it because you’re stuck with me. That’s awkward, and not only for you. So I’m going to suggest that we drop it. Forget what happened. You’re just a fellow camper who escaped with us like Cranky-Vamp back there. Now, you’ve said your piece, and I have work to do.”

      “I haven’t said anything. I’ve barely gotten a word in with you presuming what I came to talk about.”

      I glare at him, but he only meets it with a level stare.

      “I am sorry for what happened,” he says. “I suck at apologies, so I’ve been trying to show you that I’m sorry. I realize now that it looks as if I was trying to wriggle back into your good graces because I wanted to join your escape. That’s not true, but I’ll table that discussion. Right now, there’s something we need to—”

      “Son of a bitch!” I say.

      “What?” His face hardens. “I get that you’re pissed with me, for good reason, but . . .”

      I’m on my knees, fingers running over the floorboards as he trails off.

      “What are you doing?” he says.

      “I need your fingers,” I say.

      “Uh . . .”

      I glance up. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. Really?”

      I’m pretty sure he’s blushing as he mumbles some unintelligible apology and drops to his knees beside me. I point out the extra-wide crack between the floorboards. He wedges his fingers in, and I do the same.

      “Easy,” I say . . . and he yanks, boards cracking and flying into the air.

      “So, when I say, easy, what exactly do you hear?” I ask.

      He smiles sheepishly. “Pull really hard and open it easily?” He looks down at the broken boards. “I don’t know my own strength, being a werewolf and all.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Well, being a fellow werewolf, I would love to challenge that statement with an arm wrestle at a more appropriate time.”

      He grins. “It’s a date.” The smile falters. “I, uh, mean . . .”

      “Elijah?” I say. “You are one fine package. I will not for one second deny that. While most girls appreciate a hot guy, they value the inside of the package even more.”

      And on that count, you fail to meet expectations. I don’t say the last part. That would be cruel, and no matter how much he’s hurt me, I won’t retaliate. He still knows what I’m implying, and his gaze drops.

      “Yeah . . .” he says. “I haven’t exactly shown my best side.”

      “It doesn’t matter. You’re not interested. That’s all I need to know.”

      He shifts his weight. “It’s not that—”

      “Stop. Please. My ego doesn’t need reassurance. I wasn’t looking for a boyfriend or a hookup. I’m still not. You’re safe from me, so I’d appreciate it if you’d accept that and stop worrying you’ll say the wrong thing and give me false hope.”

      “It’s not—”

      “I have no hopes.” I meet his gaze. “No interest, either.”

      His eyes shunt to the side, and his lips part in a faint curse before he says, “I’ve royally screwed this up, haven’t I?”

      “Hey!” I say. “Did you notice we just broke open a secret passage into an equally secret basement level? Wow. I bet that would help divert us from any ongoing awkward conversations, huh?”

      He grants me a quarter smile but then shakes his head. “I really do need to talk to you, Kate.”

      I point down. “Secret passage?”

      He sighs and eases back onto his haunches as we take a better look. There’s a hatch cut into the floorboards. Or there was before He-Wolf yanked it off and shattered two boards. Now it’s a gaping hole into darkness with pieces of the former hatch scattered around us.

      “Looks dark,” Elijah says.

      “Which is good, right?”

      He glances up at me.

      “Would you rather see a mysterious light in the distance,” I say, “leading us into the killer’s underground laboratory where she waits to slaughter us both?”

      “She? Oh, because it’s witch magic up here.”

      “No,” I say. “I’d never presume the killer is male.” I turn around and grip the edge.

      “Whoa!” he says. “You can’t just—”

      “Can,” I say as I step onto the first ladder rung. I descend two more. “Did.”

      “It’s dark down there.”

      “Also dark up here.”

      “Shouldn’t you warn your brother before you go crawling into subterranean passages?”

      “That’s your job,” I say. “I think he’s in the kitchen.”

      “Yeah, I’d rather face whatever’s down there.” Elijah turns around and steps onto the ladder as I descend into darkness.
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Logan

        

      

    

    
      Holly and I are in the kitchen, pretending to be searching but really just talking away from the others. Kate is exploring. Mason is doing Mason things. Elijah is . . . wherever. Allan was with us, but we set him on watch duty, ostensibly making sure the hounds don’t find a way in. Again, I just don’t want anyone overhearing this conversation.

      “How dark is that magic?” I ask Holly as she peers into a cupboard.

      She straightens and glances at the door. Seeing it closed, she turns to me, voice lowered so only a werewolf could hear.

      “The darkest,” she says.

      I motion her into the opposite corner where she hops on the table, perched there, her legs dangling. Straight black hair curtains her downturned face as she thinks. Sometimes, I meet a person like Holly, someone I like, have a lot in common with, even find attractive, and I wish I felt more. My brain swipes right . . . and nothing else does. Not my heart. Not anything lower in my anatomy, either.

      The last part used to worry me more. I’ve been to parties, and I’ve had girls—and a few guys—offer me anything I want, no strings attached. Just a good time for all. Most of the guys I know happily jump on those offers, and when I don’t, I feel as if there’s something wrong with me. Free sex, what sixteen-year-old guy doesn’t want that? This one, apparently.

      My testosterone levels are fine. Too fine, really. I definitely feel the urges, and I suspect I spend as much time taking long showers as any guy my age. I just can’t look at an attractive girl or guy and think, I want that. Which is good, I guess, considering what happens with some of those hookups where one person agrees it’s casual but is really hoping for a connection, and when that doesn’t happen, there’s anger and resentment and hurt. Not my idea of a good time.

      But it isn’t just the sex. I don’t want to look at a girl like Holly and only imagine getting her in bed. I would, however, like to look at her, see our obvious compatibility and be intrigued, as Kate was with Elijah. With Holly, I only see someone I’d like to get to know better as a friend. Which is fine because I’m not getting any other vibes from her, either. It’s just . . . part of me wants to experience the rest, to fall for someone and go through the whole giddy, messy teenage infatuation thing I see all around me.

      The thought passes with a brushstroke of regret and misplaced longing, seeing her sitting there, cute and sweet and very much a girl after my own heart, studious and quiet and thoughtful. And maybe that’s why there isn’t a spark. Also, I suppose, under the circumstances, that’s a good thing. We’re a little too busy for romance. I need only to look at Kate and Elijah to remind myself I should be happy I’m not distracted by that.

      “Talk to me about the magic,” I say. “What are we looking at?”

      She goes quiet, gaze still down, feet swinging. I’m about to interject and tell her not to worry about it if she doesn’t know. Holly said she was one of Paige’s “Sabrinas”—part of Paige’s cyber coven for young witches. Those aren’t the kinds of girls who know dark magic, and there’s no reason Holly should, even theoretically. When I open my mouth to say so, though, I catch something in her face, a stillness and a tightness that tells me she’s not being quiet because she knows nothing about dark magic.

      “Holly?” I say.

      Her fingers drum the table edge.

      “I’m asking theoretically,” I say. “I know you’re a research buff like me. If this isn’t an area you’ve read up on, just say so.”

      Her lips twitch in a tight smile. “It’s not an area witches are supposed to read up on, but I was curious. Academically speaking. I just don’t like to admit it in case anyone gets the wrong idea.”

      It’s a perfectly valid answer. Witches have a bad reputation for being nervous about power. That’s what happens when you’ve been the most persecuted supernatural race in history. Sorcerers have no problem mixing dark and light magic to achieve their ends. For witches, even “gray” spells like fireballs may cross into that place where the wicked witch resides. Better to just stand firmly in the light with healing teas and innocuous spells.

      Paige doesn’t believe that, but she still treads toward darker magic with extreme care. In other words, she’s fine with fireballs, but the warding we saw on that doorway—complete with human bones—is firmly outside her repertoire. That doesn’t mean she isn’t aware of that magic. She’s read every book on magic in the council library. So there’s no reason Holly wouldn’t do the same simply to expand her education.

      And yet . . .

      I’ve stumbled on something here. I see it as her face closes off, and I hear it in her careful voice. Dark magic isn’t pure theory for her.

      Disquiet settles in my gut and nudges that I should press her on this. All magic is something to be regarded with healthy respect. Like shape-shifting. Werewolves aren’t inherently dangerous, but we are dangerous. If Holly is a dark witch, we need to know it just as Kate and I wanted to be sure our roommates knew we were werewolves.

      And yet . . .

      If Holly has a secret, is this the time and place to press her on it? Hell, yes, as Kate would say. We’re in a cabin warded by dark magic. If one of our companions is secretly a dark witch—that’s a recipe for trouble.

      Yet knowledge of dark magic doesn’t make Holly a dark witch. And if I press, I put her back to the wall, which could be more dangerous than letting her keep her secret.

      It comes down to this: do I trust her? The answer is yes. Unlike Elijah, Holly has done absolutely nothing to earn my mistrust. She has been firmly on our side. I need to believe she’ll remain there.

      When I don’t respond, she glances up, worry deep in her eyes. “Logan?”

      “Sorry,” I say. “I was waiting for you to go on.”

      She gives a short laugh. “And I was waiting for you to say something about the fact I’ve researched dark magic. Or maybe take a few careful steps toward the exit.”

      “If you didn’t run at having a werewolf for a roommate, I’m not going to run from a witch who’s studied the theory of dark magic.”

      Do I emphasize studied and theory? Unintentionally, yes, and I don’t miss the look that crosses her face. It only slides past, and then she’s herself again, brushing her hair over her shoulder as she straightens.

      “Good,” she says. “I just didn’t want you to have the wrong idea about me. So, this magic, yes, it’s dark. Those bones . . .” She looks toward the door and bites her lip. Then she lowers her voice. “If the others ask, I’m going to tell them they’re all grave-harvested bones.” She pauses. “That means—”

      “Bones that have been dug up like in necromancy.”

      She exhales a little. “Right. Your grandmother is Jaime Vegas, isn’t she?”

      “Somehow, I don’t think Jaime would appreciate being called our grandmother. But yes, she’s been with Jeremy since Kate and I were little. So I know a bit about necromancy.”

      “Jaime’s cool. I’ve seen her TV specials. Even caught her live show once in Los Angeles.” She clutches the table edge and swings her feet, gaze shifting down again. “Which is me wandering off-topic when you really need to know this.” She glances up. “Should Kate be here?”

      “She’s exploring. I’ll leave her to it, and we can bring her up to speed later. Otherwise, the others will realize we’re having a group conference without them.”

      She manages a smile. “The adults talking behind their backs. Right. So, some of the bones are grave-harvested.”

      “Some. Meaning the rest are by-products of human sacrifice or some other kind of ritualized death.”

      “Right. Grave-harvested wouldn’t work for that magic. You need to start by taking a life and then use those bones in the warding itself. I don’t know the specific type of ward they’ve used. Same as the symbols etched into the foundation. I only recognize them as warding. If it’s over the door then, like you said, we’re dealing with threshold warding.”

      “Against a being that needs to come in the front door and can’t just break in a window like we did. Which vastly narrows down the possibilities. As Mason said, that particular bit of lore isn’t true for vampires. Some fae lore says that they can’t harm anything unless they’ve been invited in. Mostly, though, it applies to demons but only specific subtypes. We already suspected that’s what we were dealing with. A demon.”

      “The hell hounds gave it away, huh?”

      “They did. Which doesn’t entirely solve the mystery because hell hounds shouldn’t cross over with a demon master. Still, something’s here. It’s controlling the hell hounds. And it threw Kate and Elijah but didn’t give chase when we ran.”

      “Just set its demon puppies on our tails.”

      “And they weren’t chasing nearly hard enough.”

      “Felt hard enough to me,” Holly says. “I haven’t run that fast since middle school track when I discovered I’m not an athlete. But you’re right. They could have caught us. They didn’t.”

      “I got the sense they were toying with us. If the demon is controlling them and didn’t want us dead—”

      “Guys?” Allan says as the door creaks open. He sees us and withdraws. “Sorry to, uh, interrupt.”

      Holly slides off the table. “We were just talking. What’s up?”

      “I found something,” he says. “And you really need to see it.”

    

  







            Chapter Four

          

          

      

    

    






Kate

        

      

    

    
      I stand at the bottom of the ladder, blinking to let my eyes adjust to the faint light coming through the hatch ten feet above. Behind me, Elijah’s shoes squeak down the rungs. Then there’s a click, followed by a burst of weak light. I spin to see him holding a penlight.

      “Found it upstairs,” he says.

      “Excellent. I’m almost glad I let you come along.”

      I take the penlight, leaving him protesting as he tries to snatch it back.

      “Uh-uh,” I say. “Giving me the flashlight is step three on the road back into my good graces.”

      “Three?”

      “One was coming to our aid at the bonfire. Two was helping us against the demon and hell hounds though I’m not really sure that counts since helping us was also helping yourself. Consider the flashlight step two-point-five.”

      “On a very, very long road.”

      “Yep. Feel free to decide it’s not worth it and . . .” I point at the ladder.

      Elijah shifts his weight. “I heard you and Logan up there. Talking about your asshole ex and the bitches at your school—”

      “Whoa!” My hands fly up. “Excuse me? That was a private conversation.”

      He points at one ear. “Werewolf, remember?”

      “Exactly. As werewolves, who realize we hear conversations we shouldn’t, we take steps to avoid it, getting farther away or warning that a conversation can be heard.”

      “I . . .” He shoves his hands into his back pockets and rocks on his heels. “I realized what I was hearing, and I kept listening. I wanted to understand—”

      “Why I’m making such a big deal about you being an asshole?”

      “No, of course not, but what your ex did is going to affect—”

      “What he did is something that guys do to girls all the time. We move on. Right now, I’m not at the moving-on stage, but that only means that I was fine with having a fake-boyfriend to keep other guys from pestering me. It has nothing to do with the fact that I’m not ready to forgive you for being an asshole, Elijah. Take the boyfriend part out of this equation. You were just a person who treated me like shit.”

      I face him. “So, do me a favor—treat me like I’m my brother. I’m not a girl you made out with. I’m not a girl whose tender feelings you bruised. I’m not a girl who might be hoping you’ll take her back. I’m a fellow werewolf who doesn’t like you very much because he doesn’t trust you. Proceed like that, please. If I were Logan, and you decided to team up with me to explore a secret passage, you’d accept that he’s not pleased with you and put it aside. Can we do that?”

      “I still need to talk to you before we go back upstairs.”

      I sigh. “And you’re not even listening to me, are you?”

      His eyes flash. “I have something important—”

      “Fine. We’ll talk. Right now, though . . .” I waggle the light and wave it around the room. “Secrets to explore. Okay?”

      His lips press in a firm line. He says nothing, and I take that as agreement, however grudging. I shine the penlight more thoroughly around the room. Or maybe I should say around the “cave”—the walls are dirt with wooden support beams. It looks like a cold-storage pantry, with crude shelves covered in dusty cans and jars.

      When I reach for a jar, Elijah lunges, catching my hand. I turn, the jar lifted along with my eyebrows.

      “Saving me from the killer pickles?” I ask.

      “Are you sure they’re . . .” He trails off as I wipe dirt from the jar and hold it up, showing green spears inside.

      “Pickles,” he says.

      “I don’t even want to know what you thought it was.”

      “Fingers, okay? It looked like a jar of preserved fingers.”

      “Chubby, four-inch pickles.” I squint. “Maybe three inches. Huh. Are you sure you didn’t mistake them for—”

      “No, I did not.” He plucks the jar from my hand and puts it back on the shelf. Then he takes the light and shines it over the rows.

      “Pickled cucumbers,” I say. “Pickled onions. Pickled beets. No pickled body parts. Also cans, cans and more cans. I wouldn’t trust the food safety of the homemade stuff, but if we’re stuck here, the cans should be fine. However, what interests me a lot more is . . .” I repossess the penlight and shine it on a wooden door.

      It’s a very rustic door—boards nailed together with a small piece attached for a knob. As Elijah reaches for that, I should warn him against yanking open strange doors in a spellcaster’s house, but he’s determined to play fearless explorer, so I let him at it.

      He grabs the makeshift knob, yanks with all his werewolf might . . . and the door smacks him in the face as it swings open, unobstructed.

      I walk through the door, penlight high, while he grumbles behind me. The door leads into a passage, similar to the cold cellar—carved-out dirt with wooden supports.

      “Looks like a mine shaft,” Elijah says as he comes up behind me.

      “Well, I don’t think this is for mining.”

      “Because we aren’t within a mile of the mountains.”

      “True,” I say, “but also . . .” I run my fingers through the dirt and lift them to my nose. Then I pass them to him.

      “Sulfur?” he says. “Isn’t that a sign—?”

      He stops, teeth clicking as he cuts himself off.

      “Of demons?” I prompt as I resume walking.

      A short chuckle. “Yeah, I almost said that. Thankfully, I stopped myself before I looked like an idiot.”

      “I’m sure the average supernatural equates sulfur with demons. We watch the same movies as humans. But it’s more often used to protect against demons. I haven’t noticed the smell of it anywhere else, suggesting it’s not naturally occurring here.”

      “Our witch smeared it on.” He pauses. “Witch or sorcerer, I should say. Gotta watch that, or I’ll insult Holly. More Hollywood bullshit. Witches evil, sorcerers cool.”

      I shrug. “I’m not sure whoever lives here is evil. She’s protecting herself from the demon and the hell hounds. Nothing wrong with that if you’re using recycled bones.”

      “Grave-robbing.”

      “Better than do-it-yourself. Evil or not, it’s more likely to be a witch than a sorcerer.”

      “Defensive magic rather than offensive.”

      I grin over my shoulder at him. “Good.”

      He gives me a look. “I don’t need the head-pat, Kate. Just because I’m not an expert on supernatural lore doesn’t mean I’m stupid. I’ll compare grade averages with you any day.”

      “Ninety-two.”

      “Or . . . maybe not.”

      I tug a lock of my hair. “This fooled you, didn’t it?”

      “I’d never mistake you for a dumb blonde. Also, at the risk of bragging, I’m only lagging a couple of percentage points behind you, and that’s just because I had a shitty year.” He pauses. “Though, considering what your brother said, so did you. So let’s skip the IQ contest and agree that we’ll also skip the pats on my head when I get an answer right.”

      “It wasn’t meant to be patronizing, but I will apologize.” I stop, shining the light ahead, and he moves up behind me, close enough for me to feel his breath on the back of my head.

      “You heard something?” he asks.

      “No, I just realized how far we’ve walked while we were chatting. This isn’t a basement hall. It’s a full-on secret passage.”

      “It’s a back door,” he says. “An escape route.”

      “Yep. Our way out of the cabin while avoiding the demon and hell hounds. Time to go back and tell Logan.”

      I turn and bash into Elijah as he does an excellent impersonation of a blockade. He’s only an inch or so taller than my five-eleven, and his build is more runner than quarterback, lean muscle and low bulk. But he fills the narrow passage, and when I motion him aside, he doesn’t move.

      “Should we really go back before we actually find the exit?” he says. “Drag everyone down here to discover it’s just a tunnel? Your brother will blame me, and that Mason asshole will be, well, an asshole. If you want to go back for them, I’m not going to stop you.” He turns sideways, making his point. “But I’m continuing on, and I’d kinda like you here to watch my back.”

      I look from one end of the tunnel to the other.

      “We left the hatch open and busted,” he says. “If your brother comes looking for you, it’s obvious where you went.”

      He’s right, of course. There’s no reason to return before confirming an exit, and I’m not sure why I’m insisting on it. Maybe because Logan and I have finally broken through our stalemate, and I don’t want to do anything that might make him think I had an adventure without him. Which is silly when the “adventure” is only looking for an exit.

      We get another ten paces before a second tunnel appears to our right. Then, what seemed like a curve in the main corridor turns out to be a split, leaving us three potential choices.

      “Let’s back up to that first side tunnel,” Elijah suggests. “Approach it methodically.”

      We head back. The side tunnel doesn’t go far before it also splits. We decide we’ll stick to the left. We’ve barely gone a dozen paces when footsteps echo.

      Presuming it’s the others, I open my mouth to call out, but Elijah shakes his head and motions for me to be quiet. He points, and after a second, I realize he’s indicating the right-hand corridor, the one we didn’t take. I strain to listen, and yes, that’s where the footfalls come from. Which means it isn’t one of our fellow campers.

      Someone else is in this tunnel.

      I motion going back upstairs to get Logan. Elijah’s brow furrows, and he points from me to himself.

      There’s two of us, he means. Two werewolves and one set of footfalls. If someone’s down here, we want to know who it is, and running back to the others would only scare the intruder off. Or alert them to our presence and let them follow us back to the others.

      Am I just being cautious? Or am I being timid?

      A year ago, there’d have been no question. That’s one advantage to being reckless and a wee bit overconfident: when I do hesitate, I know it’s justifiable caution. But this last year has been a tiny dagger slicing at my confidence, leaving the edges tattered, and when Elijah gives me that look of confusion, I am shamed. This isn’t like me.

      And yet . . .

      I touch the wall. The smell of sulfur tickles my nose, but it’s more than that. Something tickles over my nerves, too, and sets my teeth on edge. When I close my eyes, the sensation slides up my arm.

      “Uh, Kate?” Elijah whispers.

      “Hmm?”

      I open my eyes to see him staring at my arm. When I look down, my forearm is pulsing, hairs poking through the skin. Shit. I rub my arm hard and shove my hand into my pocket.

      “Something bothering you?” he whispers, lips at my ear. “I presume that’s why you’re Changing.”

      He touches the wall as I did but only frowns and shakes his head.

      “Is it a smell?” he whispers.

      No, a feeling.

      Kate Danvers doesn’t deal in “feelings.” Not when it comes to danger. I give myself a shake and pull a face.

      “Just residual nerves,” I whisper, “from earlier.” I turn toward the source of the footfalls, which have gone silent now. “We’ll leave the others where they’re safe. Let’s see who’s come to call.”
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      Holly and I follow Allan from the kitchen. We pass Mason, who is pretending to sleep on a ratty, overstuffed sofa. I say pretending because, as we approached the doorway, the scurry of footfalls told me he’d been up.

      When I glance in the room, the board we jammed into the open window is askew. In other words, he’s been peeking out, checking on the hell beasts, but God forbid we realize he’s nervous.

      Seeing him, I lift a finger to the others. Then I slip in and pad silently to the sofa, pick up a moth-eaten blanket and drape it over him. He jumps up, flailing as if I tossed a bucket of ice water on him.

      “Oh,” I say. “Sorry. You looked a little tense there, pretending to sleep. I thought a blanket might help.”

      He lifts a middle finger in response.

      “Are the hell hounds still outside?” I ask, pointing.

      I see the denial coming, but at the last second, he sucks it back and grunts, “Yeah. You guys come up with an escape plan?”

      “Working on it,” I say. “If you could keep an eye on the hounds, we’d appreciate that.”

      Again, that working of his jaw, as if fighting the urge to tell me he’s not planning to do anything except nap. Then an abrupt nod before he closes his eyes again.

      “Dismissed,” I murmur under my breath.

      When I get back to the hall, I find Allan standing in an open doorway down the corridor, Holly apparently inside. I pop my head in, expecting a bedroom. Jammed bookshelves line two walls. The third holds a wooden cabinet with precisely labeled jars on the open shelves. A table takes up the last wall, complete with beakers and a Bunsen burner, the workstation reminding me of a high-school science lab.

      As tempting as those books and jars are, though, what catches my attention is Holly, standing beside a rope ladder. My gaze follows the ladder up to an open hatch in the ceiling.

      “I was looking for an alternate way out, so I looked up and found the hatch with the ladder tucked up there,” Allan says.

      “And an attic,” I say. “Definitely a possible exit.”

      “Uh, maybe . . . but what I found up there is a little more . . . You’ll see.” He slaps a flashlight into my hand.

      I lift my brows, but it’s clear he’s not explaining. So I climb the ladder, which reminds me of those awkward rope ladders in gym class. It takes a bit to get the hang of it even after Holly and Allan grab the bottom to keep it from swinging.

      I crest the ladder into an open attic stretching the length of the cabin. The smell of bleach hits me first, and I follow it to a wooden crate filled with bleached bones. I lift a skull.

      “Alas poor Yorick,” Holly says. “A fellow of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy.”

      She’s walking over. Allan follows, looking a little green. I set down the skull.

      “Yes,” I say. “They’re human bones. Extras, I presume, for the warding. Not exactly what we hoped to find, but still, this attic could be useful.” I shine the light at the roof. “As a last resort, Kate and I could break through there.”

      “Sure,” Allan says. “But those bones aren’t what I wanted to show you.”

      He points, and I turn the flashlight on a seated figure. Holly yelps, and I give a start. I’m lunging between them and the figure before I realize it’s not a person. Not one who’s likely to attack us, anyway.

      “A mummy?” Holly frowns and moves toward it. “They’re used in dark magic when you need desiccated flesh. They’re not easy to get, obviously. Seriously black market.”

      “It isn’t a mummy,” Allan says. “Not the kind you’re thinking of, at least.”

      She turns her frown on him.

      “I don’t think you can buy seated mummies even on the black market,” Allan says.

      It’s not just the position that’s wrong. The bandages binding this mummy are too white to be hundreds of years old. They’re strips of ordinary cloth. New cloth.

      The figure sits with his hands on his thighs. I guess male by the narrow hips and broad shoulders. He looks like every carved statue of a pharaoh on a throne, his back ramrod straight, head lifted, hands flat against his thighs.

      As if someone wanted to recreate a mummy and used those ancient statues to do it.

      I want to tell myself it’s a prop. A stuffed dummy swathed in plaster cloth. I crouch in front of the figure and tap the knee. I expect my finger to sink into cloth. Instead, it makes a dull thunk, like touching wood.

      I tap harder. The sound comes, and it pings a memory. When Kate and I were little, we jumped from a second-floor window in our house. We’d seen our parents do it, and it seemed a perfectly rational way to get outside faster. So we jumped, and Kate sprained her wrist, and I twisted my ankle. When Kate wouldn’t keep her arm in a sling, Jeremy put a cast on it. This is what that cast sounded like when we flicked it with our fingers. A hollow thunk.

      It’s not just the memory of that sound, either. It’s the smell. I pick at a cloth and peel it away to see plaster beneath.

      I inhale. Another smell wafts out, the faintest whiff of a scent that should not permeate the plaster. Meaning there’s a crack. I move around the figure, looking and sniffing, and I find it.

      I’d noticed the hands earlier, so perfectly placed on the figure’s thighs. That’s because they’re plastered in place. The job is imperfectly done, though, and there’s a crack under the left hand. I peel back the outer cloth, and the stench hits me.

      I turn to see Holly at my shoulder, hand over her nose.

      “Would you get Kate, please?” I ask.

      “I’ll go,” Allan says. “Something tells me I do not want to see what’s inside that thing.”

      He jogs off. Holly and I exchange a look. I finger the crack in the plaster, and it crumbles at the edges.

      I know what’s inside, and I should leave it alone. This is a crime scene, after all. Whoever put a person in this macabre tableau wasn’t performing a burial ritual. As for what they did intend . . .

      I glance at Holly. “Does this mean anything to you? Embalming a person this way?”

      She doesn’t answer.

      “Holly,” I say, my voice a little sharper than I intend. “I have no idea what we’re dealing with here, and if you know, I could use some help.”

      “It’s ritual desiccation,” she says. “Some spells require mummified parts, which aren’t easy to obtain even on the black market.”

      I know about using desiccated remains in spells. Like Holly said earlier, getting Egyptian mummies isn’t simple or inexpensive. Someone is making their own.

      I look back at the mummy. “Why is he seated, though? Someone killed him and then plastered him, which is a lot more difficult to do sitting up. Also, why bother with the old-school mummification? There are easier ways to desiccate a corpse.”

      Again, Holly says nothing.

      “Holly?” I say.

      She steps away from the mummy. “We’re in a witch’s lair. A witch who practices dark magic. If we needed more reason to get out as fast as we can, we have it right here.”

      She starts for the hatch. I sit on a nearby crate.

      When she looks back, I say, “You’re right. We’re in the cabin of a dark witch. And our resident witch is you. We need your expertise, and you’re hedging.”

      “Because I’m not a dark witch.”

      “Okay. But you are a research geek, like me. Why the ducking and weaving when you have a legitimate excuse for knowing what this is?”

      “I’m not ducking— Fine. It’s a ritual. Very old, very dark magic. It isn’t done to a corpse.”

      I frown. “I smell decomp. There’s definitely a person in there.”

      She takes a deep breath, and when she speaks, her eyes are closed, the words coming in a strangely detached voice as if she’s reading from a textbook. “The subject must be bound to a chair of willow wood and given a paralyzing tonic. When the tonic takes effect, the bonds are removed and the mummy is cast.”

      “Paralyzing . . .” I say the word slowly, my mind working through it, flinching from where it leads.

      “The victim was alive. Paralyzed and sealed up in that mummy. I dodged the question because I didn’t want to freak anyone out, okay?”

      I’m turning to the mummified figure when Allan clambers up the ladder calling, “Logan?”

      I turn, my mind still on the mummy, on the horror of what was done to this man.

      “Hmm?” I say, distracted.

      “It’s your sister. I can’t find her. She’s . . . she’s gone.”
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      “We did hear something, right?” I ask as Elijah and I pause in front of yet another junction in the tunnel.

      “Footsteps. One distinct set.”

      I nod. “Okay, so auditory hallucinations isn’t our answer. We both heard the same thing.”

      We’ve been following the footsteps for at least ten minutes. Every time I think we’re close, they disappear, only to come again somewhere farther off.

      If there’s an exit to this tunnel, we haven’t found it. All we find are more branches and more passages. Like an underground maze.

      “Does this make sense?” Elijah whispers at my ear exactly as I’m thinking the same thing.

      “So many routes and no destinations?”

      He nods, his gaze shooting from side to side, watching all three directions.

      “No . . . but also, yes,” I say. “It’s weird, and I don’t like it, but if you have a warded secret cabin, and you’re as security paranoid as this spellcaster seems to be, you won’t want your back door running straight to the cabin.” I look around. “I bet when our homeowner is in residence, these are magically alarmed.”

      “Giving her—or him—the chance to hear an intruder and ambush them while they’re wandering around, lost.” He pauses. “Kind of like we are.”

      Yep, that thought did occur to me.

      I open my mouth to say that I think we should retreat. Then I look ahead to the fork in the passage where a single footprint mars loose dirt. I walk over to it and bend.

      “Should have done this earlier,” I mutter as I lower my nose to the ground. I pick up a scent, frown and turn to Elijah. “Lift your shoe.”

      He does, and the tread matches the imprint.

      “Shit,” I mutter. “We’ve been going in circles.”

      I sniff around the footprint, seeing whether I can detect anyone else. Elijah walks past me and gets down on all fours, his nose coming close enough to the dirt that he backs up fast, hand over his mouth as he sneezes. I resist the urge to chuckle.

      He’s still learning to use his secondary powers, and tracking by scent is new to him. He’ll figure out the nuances on his own . . . like keeping your nose high enough that you don’t snort dirt.

      Neither of us detects a scent other than ours and another old one that smells human—well, human as in “not animal.” Except for werewolves and vampires, supernaturals smell like regular humans. I try a few others spots down an adjoining corridor and find two human scents, both old.

      “I don’t think there’s anyone down here,” I say. “I don’t smell them in the air or on the ground.”

      “So what have we been chasing?”

      “I . . . I don’t know. We both heard footsteps, but . . .” I look around. “Whatever it was, I don’t believe we’re being followed. We’re being lured in.”

      He jerks a thumb around the dark corner. “Led deeper into this maze. Your gut said to get the others, and I think your gut was right.”

      “Let’s head back. Radio silence until we get there.” I tuck the penlight under my shirt nearly dousing the light. “Can you still see?”

      He nods, and we set out.
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        * * *

      

      I have no idea what’s going on here. Which has been my general state of mind for the past twenty-four hours. No idea what happened back at camp to turn a youth leadership conference into a bonfire with front-row stakes for werewolf and vampire guests. No idea why there is a demon—and hell hound attendants—in the forest. No idea why that forest also contains a faux abandoned cabin, warded by a spellcaster who knows about the demon . . . and still decided this was a fine place for a vacation getaway.

      And now, to add to it, I have no idea why a) there’s an extensive tunnel system under the cabin and b) footsteps seem to be luring us in deeper, but there’s no scent to indicate someone’s there. There are spells to hide a witch from sight, but that shouldn’t affect scent. There are also ghosts in our world, but only necromancers can hear them.

      A thought tickles at the back of my mind. I’m about to chase it down when we turn a corner and there’s the door just ahead.

      “Did you close it?” Elijah whispers.

      I shake my head. I’m not overly concerned. It opened easily with no catch or lock, so it would swing shut just as easily. Still, I pause outside it and sniff. Then I drop and sniff the floor. No scents except ours.

      I put my fingers to the door and push. It opens with a creak loud enough to make me wince. We’re almost out, though.

      As I’m pushing open the door, I turn to Elijah. He’s watching over his shoulder. When I turn, he glances back at me. Then he blinks.

      “Kate . . .” he says, gaze fixed over my shoulder.

      I wheel, expecting trouble, but there’s no one there. Just the cold cellar with shelves of . . .

      “Those are not onions,” Elijah murmurs.

      I yank the penlight from under my shirt and shine it on a jar of off-white globes with trailing tails that look like the withered stalks of onions. Onions with dull blue irises and pupils.

      “Those—” I whisper.

      “—are eyeballs. In a jar.”

      “But they were onions. I’m sure of it.” I step into the room, light sliding over the shelf. It stops on a jar of fingers and then on one packed with yellowed teeth.

      “Not pickles,” Elijah murmurs. “Not corn.”

      They were, though. This is the same shelf. We came down right . . .”

      I swing the flashlight beam toward the ladder. Toward where the ladder had been.

      There is no ladder.

      And no hatch above.

      “It’s a different room,” Elijah says, exhaling. “Which means we’re not going crazy. The first one had regular preserves. This one . . . irregular preserves.” He shudders. “The witch’s secret stash.”

      “This makes no sense,” I whisper under my breath.

      “Hmm?”

      I shake my head, pushing the niggling thoughts aside for now. “We need to get back to the proper room. I was sure we came the right way—we stuck to the left again, and logically that should take us back—but, clearly, I messed up.”

      Elijah strides off down the tunnel, leaving me jogging after him. He stops in front of the last turn we made.

      “A passage on the left.” He takes the penlight and shines it ahead. “A fork in the passage down there. That’s exactly what we found before. Same shelves. Same door. Same tunnel.”

      I shake my head. “I could believe that someone switched out the jars—or we somehow screwed up—as unlikely as both seem. But there’s no ladder and no hatch. You can’t disappear those.”

      Or can you?

      I hurry back to the room and wave my arm where the ladder was. I expect it to hit wood hidden under a spell. It doesn’t.

      I recall the ladder being a solid fixture, but I still check with Elijah, who says yes, it was screwed into the ceiling and floor.

      “Any chance you can hold me on your shoulders?” I ask.

      He pops a bicep.

      I laugh and shake my head. “I know you can lift me. The question is whether you can hold me. Balance and strength. We’ll give it a try, but don’t be afraid to say it’s not working. I’d rather hop down than fall.”

      He boosts me up with the wall for support. Then he moves into the center of the room, and I give him full props for taking it slow. I help by bracing my hands against the ceiling as we move. When we reach the right spot, I feel around, unleashing a rain of dirt.

      “Sorry for the shower,” I say.

      “You’re getting it worse than me. Anything there?”

      “Dirt, dirt and more dirt. I could try punching just in case. Are you steady enough for that?”

      He widens his stance. “I think so. Don’t put too much into it, though, just in case.”

      I slam my fist up into the ceiling. Clods of dirt batter my head, and when I give it a shake and look up, I see only a depression in the earth ceiling, complete with grub-like pale roots.

      “So this definitely isn’t the same room magically disguised,” Elijah says as he reaches up to help me down.

      I make a noise that he should take as distracted agreement. Instead, as he’s lowering me, he pauses, holding me with my feet still above the ground, my face on level with his.

      “You still think it is.”

      I scrunch my nose. “That makes no sense.”

      “Which doesn’t answer my question,” he says as he sets me on the ground. “Or, actually, it does. You aren’t sure, and you don’t like that because it’s not logical. Your gut tells you something’s wrong, though.”

      “This clearly cannot be the same room,” I say. “And the longer we debate the obvious, the longer it’ll take us to find the way out.”

      I head for the exit, penlight in hand. When I walk out, the door swings behind me, and I look to find myself alone in the hall.

      I nudge open the door to see Elijah there, in the dark, peering around, frowning. When he notices me, I lift my brows in question. He shakes his head and jogs out to join me.
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      I burst into the living room where Mason is at the window, peeking out.

      “Have you seen Kate?” I ask.

      “No, thank God. She’s as annoying as you. Must run in the . . .” He trails off as he catches my expression. “What’s up? Sorcerer boy was just in here asking the same question. Like I said to him . . .” He waves around. “Small room. The only place for her to hide would be under the blanket with me, and your sister’s cute, but not really my type.”

      I’m already striding out. When he comes after me and catches my shoulder, I spin with a snarl that sends him staggering back, hands raised.

      “Whoa, pup. Everyone’s on edge, but there’s no need for that. This place is the size of a New York apartment. Kate can’t have gone far. Did you check the attic? I heard someone up there.”

      “That was us,” I say as I head into the kitchen. “We found the body of a man murdered in ritual sacrifice. Paralyzed and plastered into a mummy.”

      “What?”

      His face goes ashen, and guilt pricks through me, only to disappear when he scowls and says, “If that’s a joke, it’s not funny. If it’s not a joke, why the hell didn’t you tell me?”

      “I just did. You want on-the-spot news? Get off your ass and stop acting like a fucking toddler dragged along on a shopping trip.”

      His eyes widen, and I’m not sure whether it’s at the insult or the profanity.

      “Kate is missing,” I say. “So is Elijah. That’s no coincidence.”

      He exhales, leaning against the kitchen doorway. “No, pup, it isn’t. You might not like the guy, but your sister does, and there’s not much you can do about that. The lovebirds have snuck off for a little private stress relief, that’s all.”

      “They aren’t a couple. They were faking it.”

      “Well, then, they were faking it really well. Wolf-boy was panting after her like she was a bitch—” He stops short, rubs his mouth, shrugs. “You know what I mean. He’s got the hots for her, and if she’s not interested, she’ll have no problem telling him that. They’re fine.”

      “Then where are they?” I wave around the kitchen. “This place has five rooms and an attic. They aren’t here. And she’s not going to sneak off to make out while we’re trapped in a witch’s cabin with hell hounds at the door.”

      “Well, wherever she is, they’re together. He’ll look after her. Not that she needs it . . .”

      “Look after her? The guy hid the fact he was a werewolf. Also hid the fact that his brother used to be in the Pack. Elijah has an agenda, and the only reason he’s with us is that I stupidly thought the fact he risked his life for Kate meant he actually did care. Apparently, that’s just what he wanted me to think.”

      “Okay, so he’s an asshole. Possibly a dangerous asshole. I don’t think I’ve exchanged ten words with the guy, so I have no opinion on the exact extent of his asshole-ery. But your sister isn’t letting him drag her off somewhere. Where would they go, anyway? Those hell hounds are still at the door.”

      “That would be my point,” I say through clenched teeth. “They aren’t here, and there’s no place for them to go.”

      “Then they must be here. Put that nose of yours to work, and let’s find them.”
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        * * *

      

      I’d asked Allan and Holly to stay upstairs, ostensibly to check the attic, but really just so I didn’t have them on my heels as I searched. Instead, I get Mason, who miraculously has the sense to keep quiet.

      Kate said she was going to search the cabin. I should have realized she’d been gone too long, but I’d been caught up with my Holly conversation and then the mummy.

      I follow her trail to see she did exactly what she intended. Her path loops from room to room, stopping at closets and beds and drawers, anything that might yield clues about the cabin’s owner and purpose. She didn’t find the attic—the ladder was retracted when Allan spotted the hatch, and her scent isn’t on it.

      I can’t tell where Kate’s trail ends. That’s impossible with a scent that’s still fresh. I can hazard a guess, though, and I’d say it’s the bedroom because that’s where Elijah’s trail joins hers. She’d been searching in here, judging by her winding path.

      That path tells a story. Kate was conducting her search, and Elijah came in. He shut the door. Then he stood in place while she kept moving. He talked to her, but she was only half-listening as she searched the room.

      Was he telling her who he really is? No, she’d have stopped to listen to that. He must have been saying something that she wasn’t interested in hearing. Knowing my sister and the situation, I’m guessing the answer is “excuses.” He was excusing his lousy behavior at camp, and she kept searching the room, her actions conveying a clear not-interested message.

      With her overlapping trail, I can’t tell where she stopped, but I don’t think they left the room, which makes no sense, especially if my guess is right about where they stopped.

      “You want a second brain, pup?”

      “I’m not a dog,” I say, barely unhinging my jaw. “If you’re going to talk to me, a little mutual respect is requested.”

      Silence. When I glance over, he’s watching me, only to grunt and thud onto the bed, his gaze averted.

      “If the brain comment was an insult . . .” I begin.

      “It wasn’t. Yours works just fine. Faster than mine. I was asking if you wanted to bounce a theory off me. You’re puzzling over something. I might not have your brain speed, but mine has endurance. Sticky as fuck.”

      Eidetic memory was part of the genetic modifications made to him. In layperson’s terms, Mason has a photographic memory.

      He continues, “I’ve been thinking over everything I heard wolf-boy say, and there’s nothing there that stands out as suspicious, so I’m not sure what good my memory might do.” He shrugs. “But run your theory by me. Can’t hurt.”

      “I’m fine, thank you.”

      He exhales through his teeth. “Come on, pu—Danvers. Don’t go all lone wolf on me. I’m offering to help.”

      “And I’m declining to be mocked. I’m very aware that my theory makes no logical sense, which is why I haven’t shared it. In case you didn’t notice, I am not in the mood to deal with your insults.”

      “We’ve got ourselves a locked-room mystery. No theory is going to make sense. Just tell me.”

      I hesitate. Then I say, “They were here.” I point to where I’m standing by a small rug in the middle of the room. “Kate touched that rug. I can smell her on it. Her trail comes over here where she knelt and picked up the rug. Elijah followed from where you are. He walked to this rug and stood beside it, and then”—I look up—“their trails end here.”

      He rubs his mouth. “I promised no snark, so don’t take this the wrong way, Danvers. Your sister’s missing along with a guy you don’t trust. You found a horror show in the attic after escaping a horror show back at camp. You’re freaked out, so you’re missing . . .”

      “The obvious?” I look over at him. “Like a hatch under the rug.”

      His lips quirk in a faint smile. “Yeah, but it was a momentary lapse.” He pushes to his feet. “Let’s see . . .”

      I whisk the rug away. There’s nothing beneath it.

      He stops mid-step. Then he curses. “You looked under it already.”

      “Yep.”

      He lowers himself to his knees. “Got to be a secret hatch, then. The trick”—his gaze surveys the boards—“is to find the joint.”

      I bite my tongue against saying there isn’t one. I can clearly see the boards running smooth and unbroken past the rug. I leave him to it, though, and my mood softens a little as I watch him, stretching out and running his fingers over the boards, engrossed in the mystery and forgetting to play it cool.

      Seeing Mason like this, I want to shake him. Tell him to drop that “I don’t give a shit” act because nobody here cares. But that wall has been built stone by careful stone, placed and mortared over the years.

      Mason isn’t happy with his situation. Who would be? He’s a genetically modified vampire, waiting to die and be reborn into an immortal parasitic life where, thanks to those modifications, he won’t even have the blessed relief of fading memory.

      There’s more to it, though. More than just a guy in a lousy situation scowling at the world because it dealt him a crappy hand. I’m in no position to ask about that, though, so for now, I can watch him, that armor shed, and catch a glimpse of the real Mason, knowing he’ll retreat soon enough. And he does—the second he hears footfalls, he’s on his feet, arms crossed.

      I want to laugh at the ridiculousness of that. I’m amused, and I’m saddened, too. Earlier, I called him a toddler, acting as if he’s being dragged along against his will. There is that childlike quality. A boy with his chin lifted, and his arms crossed, and a two-ton chip on his shoulder, fearing nothing worse than looking foolish.

      Allan jogs into the room, and his gaze only flicks over Mason before landing on me.

      “The hell hounds are gone,” he says.

      “What?” Mason strides into the living room and looks out. “They were there ten minutes ago.”

      “And now they’re not.” Allan turns to me. “There’s a boarded window in the attic. It’s not as secure as the ones down here. I pried off a plank in case we could use it as an escape route. I saw the hell hounds below. Then I went to check something with Holly. When I came back, they were gone.”

      “Gone where?” Mason asks.

      A sharp look. “If I knew, they wouldn’t be gone, would they? All I can tell you is that they were there, and then they weren’t, so if you’ve found Kate, I’d suggest we consider getting out.”

      “We haven’t found Kate,” I say. “Also, if the hell beasts have disappeared, it’s almost certainly a trap. They’re waiting for us to think the coast is clear. Main thing right now, though, is finding Kate.”

      “Is there another exit?” Allan asks. “Maybe Kate and Elijah slipped out to make sure it was a safe escape route, and they couldn’t get back.”

      I shake my head. “There’s no other exit. They haven’t left, and they aren’t here, and I have no idea—”

      A knock sounds from the front of the house. A slow bang-bang-bang.

      I move into the hall. “Holly?”

      She appears from the workshop, shaking her head. “That isn’t me.”

      The sound comes again. Bang-bang-bang.

      “Someone’s . . . at the door?” Holly says.

      Maybe it’s Kate, who did indeed find a way out but couldn’t get back in, and now she’s knocking to tell us the hounds are gone, the coast clear.

      Bang-bang-bang.

      The raps shiver down my spine. That’s not my sister or anyone who’s here to help us. It’s three perfectly spaced bangs with a pause between each.

      I stride to the front entry and call, “I’m not opening this door. I couldn’t even if I wanted to.”

      “Well, that’s good,” a woman’s voice flutters in. “Because I can’t come in that way, anyhow. I’m at the window, Mr. Danvers, which you’ve opened enough for us to have a civil conversation.”

      I’m already running into the living room. There’s the window we broke in with the board we stuck awkwardly back in place. A shadow moves beyond it.

      I hesitate. That board wouldn’t stop anyone. The only reason the hell hounds didn’t come through is the warding.

      I wave the others back. Allan and Holly stay near the hall. Mason sets his jaw, strides over and shoulders me back. Before I can protest, he takes out the board and blocks the space between me and the opening.

      “What do you want?” he says to the person outside.

      “Not you, Edward . . .” The voice trails off, and then she whistles. “Oh my, what happened to you, little vampire? Someone uncorked your magic . . . and then tried to stuff the cork back in. How fascinating.”

      I push Mason out of the way and plant myself there. On the other side of the window stands a woman, maybe forty, long dark hair streaked with gray and braided, her skin tanned and weather-beaten. She wears a T-shirt and shorts and boots with thick socks.

      I could mistake her for a hiker who spotted the cottage and stopped by. Those unnaturally bright green eyes tell another story, one of a woman out hiking, only to have her body hijacked. Beside her, the air shimmers where the hell hounds wait at her heels.

      “What do you want, demon?” I say.

      “Demon?” Her brows rise. “I have a name, you know.”

      “Will you give it?”

      “Certainly. I am Marchocias, the she-wolf.” She bares her teeth in a smile. “And you are trespassing on my territory, cub.”
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      I stand at the fork between two passages. When I turn toward the left one, Elijah starts to say something, but then I notice a bright red dot in the dirt. I bend and fish out . . .

      I lift it to him. “Apparently, whoever is toying with us likes M&M’s.”

      “Uh, no, that’d be mine.” He takes it and puts it back in the dirt. “I’ve been laying them behind you, showing which passage we took the last time.”

      “You have M&M’s?” My voice rises like a desert-island stowaway spotting a water canteen.

      He takes out the bag . . . a Halloween-sized one. When he jingles it, only a few candies click at the bottom, and I sigh.

      “Hungry?” he says.

      “Starving and trying very hard not to think about it.”

      “Well, there’s a room full of jars . . .” He makes a face. “Bad joke. Sorry.”

      “Hey, at this point, if we found the first room again, I’d be ripping into those cans of ten-year-old peas.” I pause. “Or, possibly not, since I’m no longer convinced they were cans.”

      He frowns. “You think that was an illusion? That we really did climb down into that room with the . . . other stuff? I’ve been wondering that, but I don’t know enough about magic to say whether that’s possible.”

      “Making jars of eyeballs look like onions? Totally possible. Hiding a hatch? Also possible. But the illusion should have broken when I touched it. I think it’s a different room, made to look like the first.”

      “Why?”

      I throw up my hands. “I am beyond theories and guesswork. I just want to find a hatch or a back door, one of which must exist, except . . .” I notice a yellow dot beside the second passage and bend to confirm that, yes, it’s an M&M.

      “We’re going in circles, aren’t we?” I say.

      “I think so. I was waiting for another couple of those before I mentioned it.”

      “I’d say we should stop walking and come up with a plan, but I might just be looking for an excuse to eat those, dirt and all.”

      He chuckles and empties the tiny bag into his hand. Four brown M&M’s plus a green one. He tucks the green candy back in and holds out the brown ones to me.

      “We can’t use these, anyway,” he says. “Enjoy.”

      I take two. He smiles and pops one into his mouth as I do the same, savoring the tiny burst of chocolate. When I look up, he’s watching me with an odd expression on his face.

      “I’m Logan’s brother,” he blurts.

      I blink. “What?”

      “Logan Jonsen,” he says with a strained chuckle. “The other one wouldn’t make sense. I’m Logan Jonsen’s half-brother. That’s what your brother was going to tell you. He figured it out.”

      “Huh,” I say as I munch the second M&M. “So, you’re my brother’s namesake’s half-brother. Complicated, but also cool. I’ve heard a lot of stories about your Logan.”

      “That’s . . . not the reaction I expected.” He peers at me. “You’re not upset?”

      “That you hid it from us?” I shrug. “I’m not thrilled, but you don’t owe me anything.”

      “Thanks.” His gaze dips. “I just . . . It’s awkward, right?”

      “Why? Did you think we’d make a big deal about it? Or do you mean it’s awkward because I made out with my mom’s best friend’s little brother. Logan Jonsen was Pack, Elijah. Not a blood relative.”

      “I know. That’s not it.”

      “Oh, shit,” I say. “I know werewolves age slowly, but please don’t tell me you’re actually a whole lot closer to my parents’ age.”

      He chuckles. “Definitely not. I’m seventeen. A high-school senior. My dad was well into his golden years when he met my mom.” He rolls his shoulders. “It’s just . . . awkward, and I’m uncomfortable with it. But you and your brother aren’t your parents. You aren’t responsible for what happened to Logan.”

      “Happened?” I frown. “My parents had nothing to do with what—”

      A thump sounds down the hall. I glance that way and then back at Elijah as I whisper, “Bookmark this. We definitely need to talk about it, but priority one . . . ?”

      I jerk my thumb in the direction of the sound. He nods, and we set out.
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      Of course, the sound dies out as soon as we reach where it seemed to be coming from. I’m not even sure what I heard. Footsteps? Thuds? We stand in the spot, peering around, and another sound comes, a whispery shuffle like the swoosh of fabric.

      When Elijah steps in the direction of the sound, I catch his shirt. I don’t need to say a word as he turns with, “Right. That’s what they want me to do, whoever they are. Make a noise, and we follow.”

      I nod. “We have to be smarter. Ignore the sounds. Leave a trail like you were doing. Since we’re out of M&M’s, we need to mark our path in another way.”

      He backs up a few feet and grabs what looks like a chunk of concrete. After turning it over in his hands, he scratches the wall, and it makes a chalky line. He draws an X on both sides of the wall.

      “Stick to the left,” he says. “Every time we have an option, we go left. That’s how you escape a maze. It’s not the most efficient way, but it guarantees you won’t end up walking in circles.”

      “Eventually, the left wall must hit an exit.”

      “Yep. We’ll still mark the turns to be completely sure.”

      The noises continue as we walk. They’re sporadic and varied, as if trying to catch our attention with a new sound when the previous one fails. Footsteps. Bangs. Fabric shifting. Even wordless whispers, snaking down the hall.

      Part of me still wants to follow them. Catch up to whoever is doing this and flip the tables. I would, too, if it wasn’t for one thing: I still can’t catch a scent. The only explanation I can come up with is that this is all fake. It’s an elaborate security system designed to lead us deeper into the tunnels, and then when we finally find our way out, we’ll vow never to set foot in here again and, therefore, never discover the owner’s secrets.

      That would explain the lack of a scent. The noises are all mechanically generated. But generated using what? There’s no internet to connect a wireless system. From what I recall, there’d barely been cell phone service. And even if all that doesn’t matter—if whoever designed it spared no technological expense to make it run—what exactly is the point? To scare off kids who might stumble over that cabin and find their way down the hatch? Yeah, that makes a great horror film, but in reality, no one is going through that trouble and expense when the likelihood of intruders is next to zero.

      We stick to the left-hand wall, and we mark every turn, and the strategy works. We might see spots where we think we’ve already been, but there’s no mark, and when I sniff the ground, I can confirm that this is a fresh tunnel.

      Why is there so much tunnel?

      I remember the bathroom upstairs. I thought it looked like a movie set. Is that what this is? I just jokingly thought that the kind of elaborate security system I envisioned belonged in a horror movie. Teens discover a weird cabin in the woods, and then they spot a hidden hatch—holy fuck, you aren’t actually going to go down that hatch, are you?—and when they descend, they find themselves lost in a warren of tunnels, chasing noises until, mwah-ha-ha, they discover they are trapped down there for-ev-ah! Or sliced-and-diced by a masked killer as they run screaming through those endless tunnels.

      “Maybe they’re just waiting for us to get really scared and have sex,” Elijah says.

      I jump at the sound of his voice. “What?”

      His mouth half-quirks in a sheepish grin. “Sorry. I was just thinking that this reminds me of a horror movie, and maybe our villain is waiting for us to get completely freaked out and comfort each other with wild teen sex.” He pauses. “Or maybe it’s that we’re supposed to get freaked out and have life-confirming sex, reassuring ourselves that we will continue to exist beyond this terrifying night.”

      I shake my head. “Too deep. We’ll have sex because we don’t want to die as virgins.”

      “Uh . . .”

      I roll my eyes. “Fine, we’ll have sex so I don’t die a virgin. Not quite as touching, but probably a whole lot less awkward.”

      He snickers. “Nah, it’s Hollywood. We’ll both be virgins, and it’ll be very hot, very photogenic, very expert sex.”

      “Totally plausible. Also, you’ve just tipped your hand, you know.”

      The smile flickers. “Huh?”

      “You’re not a werewolf. Oh, sure, you smell like one. You can even claim kinship with one. But you’re clearly some kind of mind-reading species because I was just thinking that this seems like the setup for a horror movie.”

      He grins, that spark of shared . . . something. A wavelength that sings between us as if we’ve known each other since we were barely able to toddle. Yet it’s almost more than that. I have known my brother all my life. I do know exactly what he’d be thinking. But it wouldn’t be the same thing I was thinking. To find that with someone I’ve only known a few days? A guy my age, who is not only a werewolf, but who’s also smart and sweet and has dived into danger for me multiple times already?

      Let’s not forget hot. That might come at the bottom of the priority list, but it is undeniably a bonus, and I’m suddenly very aware of Elijah, standing less than a foot away, skin glistening with a sheen of sweat, one muscled arm braced against the wall, dark eyes dancing as they lock with mine. And that look? That look should mean something, damn it. It should mean that we’ve both found something special here, the on-ramp to a world of possibilities, waiting to be explored.

      But it doesn’t mean anything like that. Elijah has made that clear. Humiliatingly clear.

      I can mourn this thing that isn’t going to be. This missed possibility. I can settle for enjoying the time with him as a guy who is a fellow werewolf.

      I can do something else, too. I can remember what this feels like, and the next time I meet a Brandon—a cute guy who seems decent and wants a relationship, and what the hell, let’s give it a shot—I’ll let that shot pass me by. I will recognize that it flies too wide, a cupid’s arrow that will never hit its mark.

      I’d liked Brandon. We’d had fun. But if this thing with Elijah is the bull’s-eye, then Brandon and I never made it past the outer ring. I want the bull’s-eye. I want the guy who makes me feel like this, and when that shot comes, I’ll take it, even if, in the end, we don’t quite hit dead center.

      That doesn’t mean I’m going to put my libido on hold for this feeling again. If I get a chance to make out with a cute, sweet guy, I’ll go for it as I always have. I might go further. Might go a lot further if the timing is right and it takes a while to get what I really want.

      But I know what I really want: what my parents have, what I see with other couples I admire. I want what I might have found with Elijah, but that isn’t an option, so I’ll mourn it and move on. If I believe in soul mates, I believe it’s plural—that there are many people in the world who would be a perfect partner for me, and I just need to find the one who feels the same.

      “So how did the teens in your movie version die?” I ask before we lose this moment to awkward silence and unspoken regret.

      “You first.”

      “Well, as much as I like ‘trapped forever’ for true horror, I think the movie folks would go with ye dull standby—masked killer with knife—for maximum gore.”

      “Right?” he says, his eyes sparking. “Trapped forever is so much scarier. Endlessly running through the tunnels, certain there’s an exit, and then realizing there’s not, and dying slowly and horribly of thirst, never knowing what actually happened.”

      “Doesn’t work on screen, though. Unless you have an imagination and can project the horror forward. Might make a good art horror flick.”

      “Just as long as it isn’t one of those art ones by people who’ve apparently never seen a horror movie. Awesome lead-up, hella creative plot, real gut impact and then . . . all this because someone made a deal with a demon? Are you shitting me? Everyone knows not to do that.”

      “Exactly.” Then I glance down the hall and rub my arms. “So, our chances of actually being trapped down here forever?”

      “Compared to being set upon by a masked killer? Very low. And, being werewolves, we are the masked killers, so we’ll be fine.”

      I toss a grin his way, and we round the next corner and—

      “Bingo!” he crows as he sees the open door. “As long as there aren’t eyeballs in jars, we have a winner.”

      “I don’t know about jarred eyes,” I say as I pick up speed. “But that wooden ladder tells me we’ve found the exit.”
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      There is indeed a ladder . . . and no hatch at the top. We still rush into the cold cellar, certain we’re mistaken. The hatch must have swung closed after we came down.

      Swung closed? Didn’t Elijah break it?

      At the top of the ladder, I run my fingers along the grooves in the wooden ceiling, as if the hatch is not only invisible but whole again.

      It must be, though, right? This is definitely the room. I’m standing on the ladder in a cold cellar filled with jars and cans of regular preserves.

      “Uh, Kate?”

      I look down to see Elijah looking at a row of dusty vegetable-filled jars.

      “Onions,” I say. “Onions and pickles and—”

      He rubs his thumb over a jar holding what seems to be onions, and through the murky liquid, the iris of an eye appears.

      I inhale sharply. “Okay, well, the first time we just didn’t look closely enough. Just let me—”

      “Kate?”

      “Yes,” I snap. “It’s really, really freaky, but please give me a second to find the way out.”

      “I . . . don’t think there is one.”

      “Then we’ll keep looking until we find the proper room—”

      “I mean . . .” A sharp intake of breath. “Please tell me I’m losing it, and you see the door.”

      “I am trying to find—”

      “I mean the door we just came in.”

      I turn so sharply my foot slides off the step. Elijah lunges to grab me before I fall, and I kick him in the face. Inadvertently, of course—I was scrambling for a foothold. Still, it’s a kick, and he doesn’t jump back, doesn’t complain, just makes sure I’m steady, and my thoughts from earlier rush back.

      You could have been the guy, Elijah. You really could have.

      That’s when I remember why I nearly fell, and my gaze swings to the door—

      There is no door. The entire room is ringed with shelves.

      “The door was there, right?” he says, pointing.

      I gesture at a spot farther to his left. “I thought it was there.”

      Elijah exhales, his hands rising. “Don’t panic.”

      “I—”

      “I’m talking to myself, KitKat. I think knives could be dropping from the ceiling—poison-coated knives—and you wouldn’t panic.”

      “What did you call me?”

      “Uh, brave? Is that an insult?”

      “No, I’m pretty sure you just mistook me for a candy bar. I’m not the only one who’s hungry.”

      His eyes roll up, as if replaying his words, and he gives an awkward laugh. “Uh, yeah. I do that. I am the provider of weird nicknames. Just ask my friends.”

      “So what do they call you?”

      “Elijah.”

      “Eli?”

      “Elijah.”

      “JaJa? LiLi? Snickerdoodle?”

      He sputters. “Snickerdoodle?”

      “Did I mention I’m starving?”

      “Actually, I wasn’t thinking of KitKat as a candy bar. More like a short form for Kitty Cat. Does anyone ever call you Kat? If not, they really should. Kat the werewolf.”

      I roll my eyes. Then I say, “Hey, do you remember someone saying something about the exit door being missing?”

      “I think so.”

      “It must not be. Otherwise, we’d never be standing here chatting about nicknames.”

      “Your fault. Your nerves of steel are contagious. But there’s obviously a door. I’m just jumpy.” He walks toward the wall. “They’ve put a shelf on the back of the door and hidden the frame, so when it shuts behind you . . .” He waggles his fingers. “Whooo, the door, it is gone!”

      He steps in front of the shelf I indicated and gives it a tug. The jars jangle, and he stops, frowning.

      “It was partly open,” he says, “but we had to push, right?”

      “Yep, and you gave it a he-man shove, which means if it was that shelf, we’d have heard a mighty crash.”

      I tug on another shelf, and one massive jar topples, both of us jumping back as it crashes, shards of glass and . . . stuff flying.

      “What . . . is that?” he asks.

      I crouch beside the contents of the jar, scattered across the floor in a puddle of formaldehyde. They’re sacks of skin, smaller than a fist, tied at one end. A naturally occurring sack, each with two cherry-sized lumps in it.

      “Tell me those are from a pig,” he says.

      “Well, considering what I revealed earlier, you might have guessed that I lack up-close-and-personal experience with that part of the male anatomy.”

      “Hey, just because you haven’t had sex, doesn’t mean you haven’t . . . Er, so, there’s a jar of ball sacks on the floor, and we’re going to pretend they’re pig scrotums, okay? Because otherwise, I’ll run through the halls, screaming.”

      “First you need to get out of the room. Then you can run screaming. Don’t worry about castration, though. Considering all the other body parts here, our resident witch is doing a full postmortem harvest. You’ll be too dead to worry about your balls.”

      “Not helping,” he grumbles. “But this shelf seems like a better candidate since only that jar fell.”

      He grabs a shelf with both hands and wiggles it, only to have all the jars give a dangerous clatter.

      “Okay,” I say. “Let’s not bust any more ball jars. A scientific approach is needed. Step one, examine all the shelves and see if any move easily. Step two, if they don’t, we’ll remove jars. There is a door here. We know there is. We came through it.”

      He nods and starts reaching for a shelf, only to see more floating sacks in it. “You can do this one, ’kay?”

      I sigh, shake my head, and we set to work.
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        * * *

      

      We find the shelving unit with immobile jars. They’ve been glued onto the shelf, so it can be moved. Makes sense, right? You can’t throw open a door with jars on the other side.

      What makes far less sense? It’s on the opposite side of the room from where we came in.

      “We obviously got turned around,” Elijah says.

      “Both of us?”

      He throws up his hands. “I have zero sense of direction. Why do you think Mom taught me the left-hand trick for mazes?”

      I bite my tongue. We both know “got turned around” is not the answer, but if this opens a door, we’ll take it. We tug on the shelving unit and stagger backward as it topples. We both slam forward, grabbing it fast, and then stand there, holding the heavy shelf on an angle as we glance at each other.

      “Nice catch,” Elijah says.

      “Ditto. Saves us from ending up covered in glass and formaldehyde.”

      “I was a little more worried about eyeballs and ball sacks.”

      I scrunch my nose. “That’s just flesh. It won’t hurt you.”

      “Nerves of steel, KitKat.”

      I laugh, and on the count of three, we put the shelf upright. As we do so, we realize it’s not attached to the wall or the floor. Another count of three, and we lift it with extreme care and move it two feet. Then we test to be sure it’s secure in its new place. It is.

      “Bingo!” Elijah says, lifting a hand for a high five. “We have revealed a door . . .”

      “For toddlers,” I say.

      “Uh, yeah. I was going to say little person, but that works, too. Huh.”

      The door is barely two-feet high. There’s no knob, so I have to bend and wedge my nails into the frame, flush against the wall. When it doesn’t swing open, Elijah does the same on the other side, and we wriggle and tug until he says, “Hold up! Found something.”

      There’s a nail jutting from one board. Seems normal until I realize I don’t see nails in any of the other boards. Elijah pushes it, and there’s a click, and the door opens a half inch, making it easy to pull and reveal . . .

      “A pitch-black crawl space,” I mutter. “Because pitch-black walkable spaces are too easy.”

      “Wait!” Elijah says. “There’s a note.”

      I follow his gaze, certain he’s joking, but nope, there’s a dusty piece of paper on the floor just beyond my flashlight beam. We both lunge for it, and I come up victorious.

      “If it’s treasure, we split it fifty-fifty, right?” he says.

      “Yep, and if it’s a promise of agonizing death ahead, we split that, too,” I say. “You can take the ball donation part.”

      I open the paper, which has been neatly folded into quarters with H.T. written on the outside. It’s a sheet torn from a notepad, with faint gray lines that the writer ignored, scrawling a nearly illegible missive, the cursive writing growing smaller as they realized they were running out of space.

      H.T.

      Hey, babe. If you’re getting this, it means I didn’t come home and you’ve come looking for me. Turn around now if you can. Please.

      You did warn me this smelled wrong. I thought it’d be easy $. Find a witch living alone in a forest, how hard can that be? Remember joking about gingerbread houses and really big ovens? Well, I could go for a little gingerbread myself right now.

      I found the cabin where you thought it’d be. Got in easily enough. Place was empty, but there was an escape hatch. Typical old-lady witch, right? Hiding in her cabin with a basement exit where she can flee into the night.

      There’s something fucked with this tunnel. I’m sure you know that if you’re reading this. Or maybe you don’t. Maybe you found my note right away, and you’re immune to whatever magic mojo this bitch has cast on this place. I sure as hell hope so.

      I’ve been down here for four days. Got trapped in this room on day one. Found this crawl space quickly enough, but with all the fuckery going on in this place, I wasn’t stupid enough to use it until I ran out of food and water and the horrors on these shelves started to look tasty.

      Only one way out. I’m taking it because I don’t have a choice. If you do, run back the way you came. Just run. Let them send in the big guns for this job. We were told to expect a silly witch playing at being naughty. This bitch is hardcore. The darkest of the dark. Get the hell out. Please.

      I hope you never read this note. I hope this tunnel I’m about to enter really is her escape hatch, and I’ll end up in that demon-haunted forest. I hope this note rots into the earth while I’m basking on a beach somewhere with you.

      All my love,

      P.R.

      “No treasure,” Elijah says, thumping back onto his haunches after reading over my shoulder. “Just proclamations of doom. Figures.”

      “It’s bullshit,” I say, waving the note. “Part of whatever game this witch is playing.”

      “Scare the shit out of two teen werewolves?”

      “Scare the shit out of whoever steps into her lair. I agree that whatever magic she’s using is hardcore, but this note is planted. Designed to scare us shitless like you said. Keep us from taking the escape tunnel. And then . . .” I shrug.

      “Film our terror and stick it on supernatural YouTube?”

      “I have no idea. And, yes, I’m not rushing into that tunnel just in case, but I do think we’re being played. First, let’s make absolutely certain there isn’t another exit.”

      He nods, and we begin our search.
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        * * *

      

      So, there’s no other way out. There must be, right? Witches can create illusions, but they can’t restructure reality. An apparently solid wall that actually contains a door? Sure. A solid wall where a door used to be? Not possible.

      Or that’s what I want to say, but then I keep remembering the human bones nailed to the door upstairs.

      The darkest of the dark.

      If the witch wrote that note, it’s obviously scare-tactic hyperbole. I use the same thing myself all the time. You want to mess with me? You have no idea what you’re getting into.

      The baddest of the bad.

      Of course, I’m not that. Far from it. But I’ve taken a page from Dad’s book. He has a carefully cultivated and curated reputation as a savage psychopath. That doesn’t mean he’s the wizard behind the screen, projecting his voice to look so much more powerful than he is. He has earned his rep. But he’s not going to rip the head off some mutt for giving him side-eye. It just makes his job easier if they believe he will.

      I’ll never match his rep. I don’t think a woman can, no matter how dangerous she is. Mom certainly hasn’t managed it, and if you gave me the choice of who I’d rather face down, I’d pick Dad any day.

      So, if the witch wrote the note, she’s pulling the same shit I do.

      Oh yeah, I’m bad. Just take my word for it and turn around before I need to prove it.

      But if the note is real? Whatever I told Elijah, I’m not convinced it’s fake.

      If it’s real, and if this witch really is that hardcore, then I honestly don’t know what she’s capable of. I’m not my brother. I don’t read treatises on supernatural theory for fun. Legends, yes. Biographies, yes. Those are stories, which I love. Or give me a book, even theoretical, on the quirks of supernatural physiology, and the future doctor in me is all over that. Also anything to do with werewolves, I’ll devour.

      But books on the spellcasting abilities of dark witches? Not my thing. So I have no idea how much power you get from human sacrifice. Even if you’re interested in that kind of power, there will be people hellbent on stopping you from getting it, and if this note is real, that’s what I think this guy was—someone sent to stop the dark witch from doing dark witchery.

      There is another, more prosaic explanation for the seeming lack of a door, and when we don’t find one, I suggest it to Elijah.

      “She could be hiding it under an illusion that we can’t break even by touch. It might also just be simple camouflage paired with technology. Or an illusion spell paired with technology.”

      He nods. “A door that exists, but we can’t get it open. I was just thinking that. We see wood over concrete, which is why we can’t just break through. But inside that concrete, there could be solid metal. A metal door that we aren’t going to bust open even if we somehow find it. We’re sealed in.”

      “Except for that crawl tunnel.”

      “Yep.” He exhales. “Shit. This is nuts, right? Very clearly, that tunnel leads nowhere good. It’s like being trapped in a maze on a Greek island and, oh look, is that a door ahead? What could be on the other side? Surely not a ravenous Minotaur.”

      “Alternatives?”

      He sighs again. “None. Which is the problem. We’re about to do something that is very obviously a bad idea, but I don’t see another option. If the note is real, then there’s no light at the end of that tunnel. If it’s fake, though . . . ? Does that make sense? Keep us too scared to use the exit? What for?”

      “Shits and giggles?”

      “At this point, I don’t doubt it. None of this makes sense.”

      “We don’t know for sure that the guy who wrote that note—if it’s real—didn’t get out. If he did manage to escape, he wouldn’t come back to retrieve the note.”

      “If it’s real, KitKat, I think we’ve already met the guy. Or his bones, at least. Nailed to a door.”

      I shake my head. “The note and his use of old lady suggest he’s young. The bones I saw were mostly from older people. You can tell by the wear.”

      “Well, that helps, but even if we’d seen this dude’s head on the wall, it wouldn’t change the fact that this is the only exit. We need to take it.”

      “I’ll go first,” I say. “I have better night vision.”

      “Says who?”

      I hand him the flashlight. “Also, nerves of steel, remember? You follow me. Keep this in your mouth and your hand on my ankle, and we’ll stick together.”
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        * * *

      

      It’s a dirt tunnel with everything that a dirt tunnel advertises. Worms and other creepy crawlies winding through roots and fungus, everything a pale, slimy blob against the rich earth, so you try to avoid touching it all, but as soon as you go to brush something dangling in your path, certain that it’s a root . . . it wriggles.

      As requested, Elijah keeps a hand on my ankle. That must be an awkward way to crawl, especially with a penlight clamped in his teeth, and I call back, offering to take the light, but I get an “Ungh-ungh” in response, which I take to mean “I’m good.”

      It does help that he’s projecting light into my path while letting me keep my attention focused on my surroundings.

      At one point, he taps my ankle, and I stop. He takes the flashlight out and says, “Just need to flex my jaw.”

      “I could carry—”

      “Nope, you keep your eyes on the path. I’ll keep my eyes on your ass.”

      I sputter a laugh. “Be careful back there. I might seem to have nerves of steel, but my stomach’s jumping around. I’ll try to warn you in the event of an imminent gas attack.”

      “Sexy.”

      “I know, right?” I grin back at him. “I’m kidding. I’m just trying to lighten our potential crawl-o-death with a fart joke.”

      “I thought only guys did that.”

      “You don’t hang out with many girls, do you?” I pause. “No, I’m sure you hang out with plenty of girls. Just not under circumstances where they’re comfortable making fart jokes. Now if you’re ready to continue . . .”

      “I am.”

      He grips my ankle again, and we continue on. It’s slow going, and I see nothing ahead except dirt. I try not to think of that dirt—the sheer amount of earth packed above us, enough to easily suffocate us if this tunnel collapsed. We should probably be quiet. I don’t know whether that applies to dirt as much as snow, but I won’t take the risk—

      “Kate!”

      I open my mouth to shush Elijah. Then I stop, every muscle freezing.

      “Kate!” My name echoes through the tunnel, and it is, beyond any doubt, Elijah’s voice, but it’s coming from far away, his voice spiked with panic.

      “Kate! Where are you?”

      I blink. Auditory hallucinations now? I know Elijah is right behind me. I can feel his grip on my ankle.

      “Did you hear that?” I ask.

      Silence.

      “Elijah?” I say, and as I glance back, I see nothing but darkness.

      He shouts in the distance, my name echoing all around . . . and the hand on my ankle tightens.
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      “Yeah, no,” Mason says, stepping between me and the demon. “We aren’t falling for that. If you’re a demon—”

      “If?” She braces one forearm against the window barrier and leans toward the hole. “Come outside, and I will prove myself to your satisfaction. Your kind are notoriously difficult to kill. Decapitation is such messy, strenuous labor . . . unless one is a demon, who can pop off your head like a daisy.” She flicks her finger.

      “Even if you are a demon,” he continues, “don’t expect us to fall for this she-wolf bullshit. Is that supposed to catch his attention? Claim some kind of kinship?”

      Her lips purse. “Not kinship so much as progenitorship.” She smiles. “I’ll wait while you fetch a dictionary for that one.”

      “Progenitor,” he says. “One from whom others descend or originate. You want me to spell it, too? So now you’re claiming you’re responsible for werewolves?”

      “I gave them their gift of transformation.”

      “Curse,” I say.

      She looks at me, brows arching. “You consider it a curse, cub?”

      “No, but Marchocias did.” I look at Mason. “Legend says that Marchocias gave her human followers the ability to transform into wolves as effortlessly as pulling on a new shirt. When their descendants tired of serving her, they told her she could rescind her gift. Instead, she cursed them by making the transformation agonizing and forcing them to undergo it regularly. That, however, is just one of a handful of legends that supposedly explain werewolves. Marchocias is known as the she-wolf because she can transform into a wolf herself and leads a pack of demonic wolves.”

      “Two of whom you have already met,” she says.

      “We met hell beasts,” I say. “Maybe they’re your wolves, or maybe they’re just garden-variety monsters. I know who Marchocias is. That doesn’t mean you’re her. And before you offer to prove it, I don’t actually care. You’re a demon, and you are threatening us.”

      “Threatening?”

      “You accused us of trespassing.”

      “Which you are. This my forest. I live here. I hunt here. You humans have endless tracts of wilderness, yet you keep tramping over mine. Oh, look at this lovely forest. I wonder why no one lives here? Let me find out. Which they do.” That wolf’s smile. “In blood and tears, soaking the earth. Those native to this land learned their lesson an eon ago, but your kind seem incapable of learning. Or incapable of humility. I’ve known demons with less arrogance. They come. They die. They try again.”

      “The legends,” Allan murmurs. “Settlements empty except for bloody wolf prints.”

      “You’ve heard of my deeds?” Marchocias says. “How thrilling. Yet you come anyway.”

      “If you’re responsible,” Allan says, “explain how that works. Bloody footprints without bodies?”

      She grins. “When my pups feed, they do not waste an inch of skin or bone.” She lays a hand on the shimmering air beside her. “They can be terribly messy eaters, though.” She looks at him. “Does that answer your question, Iphis?”

      Allan frowns at the name. He doesn’t recognize it. I do, and a moment of confusion clears with a lightning bolt as I see Holly glare at the demon. She knows what Marchocias is implying with that mythological name.

      Marchocias looks at me without waiting for Allan’s answer. She doesn’t want one—she only wanted to needle him, that needle all the more delightful if he doesn’t understand it.

      “And you, Romulus, pray tell, where is your Remus? I do hope I didn’t injure her too badly. That was an accident. She caught me off-guard. Humans don’t usually run at demons.” She chuckles. “I am glad to see my progeny are so fearless. I only hope they aren’t quite as breakable as they seem.”

      “Kate’s fine,” I say.

      “Then where is she?” Marchocias frowns as she leans to look over my shoulder. “There’s no sign of your twin and her lycan friend, only you and Iphis and Circe and Edward.”

      “Edward?” Mason says.

      “There’s a surprising lack of vampires in Greco-Roman lore, so I chose a more modern moniker for you. I considered Lestat, maybe even Louis, but I settled on Edward, the teenage vampire. Fitting, yes? Please tell me you sparkle, or I shall be dreadfully disappointed.”

      Mason scowls.

      “Close enough,” she says.

      I jump in, diverting her from her questions about Kate. If Marchocias isn’t the one who took her, then I don’t want her to realize my sister is missing. There are plenty of demon-summoning jokes in our world, world-wise supernaturals rolling their eyes at the idiots who fall for demon bargains, the way Marchocias sneered at the idiots who keep coming to her land. People keep coming because they don’t believe the urban legends. And people keep summoning demons because they believe they’ll be the ones who do it right.

      Yet there’s a reason those bargains never work in our favor—a demon’s greater power is their ability to sniff out and manipulate our weaknesses. Tell Marchocias that Kate is missing, and she’ll offer to retrieve her for a price . . . only to reveal that she’s taken Kate herself.

      “If we’re trespassing,” I say, “it’s unintentional, and you know it. We were fleeing your hounds, and they trapped us in this cabin.”

      “They had a bit of fun. I can’t stopper their ears to the siren’s call of chaos, and that camp of yours was screaming louder than an air-raid alarm.”

      “Yeah,” Mason says. “Blame the camp. Blame the chaos there that you created.”

      “Oh, my dear Eddie, I only wish I could take credit for that.”

      The siren’s call of chaos.

      Chaos.

      I mentally kick myself for not seeing it sooner. Demons feed on chaos. Among half-demons, only the children of Lucifer actually crave it, but that hunger must still be there, waiting to be ignited.

      I kept blaming hormones for what happened at the conference. Something sparking testosterone. What the half-demon campers had been doing, though—indulging their sex and aggression drives—also sparks chaos.

      We think of chaos as negative, but aggression can be chaotic in both positive and negative ways. As a Pack, we wrestle and play fight to hone our skills but also because it’s fun, even if we walk away bruised and battered. Presumably, sex would be the same, chaotic in a positive way.

      “That’s what you were doing with the camp,” I say. “Igniting latent chaos hunger in the half-demons.”

      “Igniting latent chaos hunger? My children are as clever as they are bold.”

      “So you admit it,” Allan says. “You did that, back at the camp.”

      “Oh, no. I mean Romulus is clever in his reasoning and his very precise word choices. The problem, my dear babes, is that I am not some lesser demon, so greedy for chaos I’ll gorge on one meal that empties the buffet.”

      Mason scowls at me. “Do demons always talk like this? Round and round in riddles.”

      “Explain it to him, Romulus.”

      I hesitate, but Mason waves for me to go on.

      “She means that what happened at camp would be a smorgasbord of chaos,” I say. “But unlike killing people in nineteenth-century settlements, this would have consequences. Those pioneers left behind loved ones, but they were human. Even if friends and family made the journey and searched, they wouldn’t have stayed long. They’d presume some natural danger took them. This is a camp of supernatural teens with parents who’ll know to look for a supernatural source. Powerful parents who will not leave Marchocias’s territory until they have answers.”

      “Maybe she’d like that,” Mason says. “More souls to devour.”

      Marchocias wrinkles her nose. “I do not devour souls. As for wanting more people here . . .” She turns to me. “Is that what your pack would like? Find a way to draw more humans to your territory?”

      “You’re a demon, not a werewolf.”

      “You are created in my image.” She looks down. “Well, not this image, which is a little too crunchy for my tastes.” She looks at us. “That is the modern term, isn’t it? Crunchy? Granola? I’d prefer to borrow a puppet with more fashion sense, but such are the limitations of my wilderness abode.”

      She glances at me. “Chosen wilderness abode. I am not exiled here. I choose to live in this forest, and as you can tell by the legends, I do not welcome guests, so I would hardly want a host of supernaturals descending on my valley. I will admit I was trying to figure out how to rid myself of that monstrosity they called your . . . camp, was it? A hideous blight on my forest, filled with teenagers.” She wrinkles her nose. “The trick was to convince them to leave quietly. This is not quietly.”

      “So what do you want from us?” I say.

      She smiles, a slow smile that stretches her human mouth into something disturbingly like a wolf’s grin, her square teeth seeming to lengthen to points.

      “What do my kind always want, dear boy?” She folds her arms on the window opening and leans as close as she can with the warding. “I have come to offer you a deal.”
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      The hand on my foot yanks, and before I can even react, I’m twisted, slamming down on my back, a body atop mine, hands at my throat. My arms ram up and smack the arms away, but they come right back, squeezing so hard that I can only flail beneath my attacker as I struggle to breathe.

      It’s dark, and I can’t see with the flashlight gone, and the hands squeeze as I punch at nothingness, unable to find the person on top of me.

      “You killed my brother,” Elijah’s voice snarls. The hands tighten. “Your parents got him killed. Your Pack got him killed.”

      “I—I—” I rasp.

      “Did you think you could get away with that? Did you think I’d let you get away with it? This is payback, Kate. From my family to yours.”

      My arms pulse, skin rippling as panic rocks through me, triggering a Change.

      Is this why Elijah was at the camp? Is this what he had planned? Revenge? He’ll kill me here and then escape, leaving me in a tunnel no one will ever find, and tell my family we got separated and he has no idea what happened. Something horrible. Something tragic.

      That makes no sense, Kate.

      Even if it did, it’s not what’s happening here. In my gut, I know it, and even if I hadn’t heard his voice in the distance, I would know this was not him.

      All that passes in a flash as I fight against the darkness holding me down. Then my hand makes contact, smacking hard against flesh. Something to fight. Someone to fight. Not magic. Flesh and blood. I can hit that. Hell yeah, I can hit that.

      My muscles stop twitching and obey my commands. Forget the hands around my throat. Forget the fact I can’t breathe. I don’t need to see my attacker to know where they are—right on top of me.

      “Giving up already, Kate? Figures. You’re—”

      I slam my fist upward, aiming for that whispering voice. My hand hits hard bone. A yelp. A very feminine yelp.

      I hit again, this one only a glancing blow, but my attacker is already reeling. I grab at the hands around my throat, and my nails are still partly changed, more claws than fingers. I slash, and my attacker howls, and I slash again, and the hands fly off my neck as hot blood spatters my face.

      “Yeah, nice try,” I croak. “But next time you want to impersonate someone, maybe don’t go quite so over-the-top with the villainy. Also? Elijah has a scent. You don’t. I’m guessing that’s—”

      I freeze, and that’s not my doing. She’s locked me in a binding spell.

      When I go still, she leans over me. “Giving up so soon? I would have expected better than that. Do you have any idea how valuable you are? A hereditary female werewolf? I know places where I could sell you for enough money that I never need to work again. There’s a Saudi werewolf who’d pay ten million for a breeding partner like you. Or there’s a German sorcerer who’d pay nearly as much to study you, see how he could replicate your genetic code. The most profitable method, of course, would be to sell you piecemeal. Bit by bit on the black market.”

      Her fingers move to my breastbone, prodding before she chuckles. “And that barely sets your heart skipping. Nerves of steel, indeed. Would you like to know what I did to your cute boyfriend? Maybe that will unsettle you more. You have noticed he’s stopped shouting for you, haven’t you?”

      My heart does speed up at that, but I force it to slow. I heard Elijah shout as she grabbed me. She wasn’t anywhere near him.

      But that doesn’t mean she’s alone.

      Doesn’t mean she hadn’t set a trap—

      No, none of that. Wait, and be patient, and let her talk. Mom says that is a surefire way to lower their guard. Everyone wants to talk, like the villain in a James Bond movie. So you let them do it.

      There must be a pinprick of light coming from somewhere because I can distinguish the outline of her head. That helps. It gives me a target—a head with long, curly hair that, for a second, reminds me of Paige. I inhale, but there’s still no scent. She’s using some kind of dark magic to cover her smell.

      Her head lowers toward mine again. “Do you have any idea—?”

      I slam my fists up, breaking the spell. One fist collides with the side of her head, and she rocks, and it’s enough for me to hit her again and scramble out from under her.

      “Now that is a left hook,” she says, coalescing into a dim figure with one hand pressed to her head. “Please tell me you’re left-handed.”

      “Nope.”

      “Damn. I’d almost like to see your right hook, then. Just preferably not in the side of my head. I might not survive the encounter. You’re lucky I had the forethought to cast an armoring spell.”

      “I’m lucky?”

      “You are if you hope to get out of here. You won’t escape if I’m dead. Or too addled to show you the way. You’ll crawl in circles forever.”

      She’s toying with me. Maybe that should have been obvious. It’s certainly what I’ve been telling myself—that we’re in no serious danger, that she could have killed us if that was her plan. Did I believe it? No, but it kept me calm enough to get us through this. Nerves of steel are very easy to find when you’ve convinced yourself this is just an adventure, Alice down the rabbit hole, curiouser and curiouser.

      Now I hear her words, hinting at escape, and I want to heave a shuddering sigh of relief. See? I was right. She’s toying with us. Scaring us off. Except, if I were a dark witch who’d caught a couple of teens in her web, I’d tell them the same thing. One, it keeps your prey from panicking and fighting back. Two, it keeps them from killing you if they do decide to fight.

      I crouch as best I can in the low tunnel, facing off against the shadowy figure, every muscle tense for attack.

      “Bring me Elijah,” I say. “Show us the exit. Then we’ll leave.”

      “Is that an order, princess? Didn’t I just mention how valuable you are?”

      “I’m a Pack wolf. The only time we tell a mutt all the horrible ways we can kill him is when we want to scare the shit out of him and leave him alive to pass on the message. Otherwise, we’d break his neck and be done with it.”

      Her chuckle ripples through the darkness. “Nice to speak to a fellow predator. So many wannabes, you know. Sorcerers and half-demons and druids, all thinking they’re badass killers, but once they see my storeroom, they can’t get out of here fast enough.”

      “It’s the scrotum jars.”

      Her laugh turns to a snort. “True enough. I’ve thought of pickling penises, but that seems too . . . on the nose?” Her shadowy figure shifts, as if getting more comfortable. “I almost wish you could stay to chat, but I suppose you really must be going.”

      “Yep, with whatever message you care to send. I figure it’s either tales of pickled scrotums or ‘Cabin? What cabin?’”

      “You really are a delightful child.”

      “And you really are a patronizing old hag.”

      “Now, now, what made you think I’m old?”

      “The same thing that makes you call me a child. If we’re trading insults, I like to stay on-theme. Now, the message?”

      “No message. Just a question. You came from that monstrosity of a building. What are they doing there?”

      “It’s a summer camp.”

      A low hiss of breath. “I’ve switched to my serious voice in case you haven’t noticed.”

      “So have I. It’s a summer leadership camp for teenage supernaturals. Just as hideous as it sounds. Well, no, worse actually. Seems you have a demon in this forest, and he had some fun with the half-demons in camp, infecting them with . . . something. Whatever it was, it drove them into a frenzy, and they tried to kill us. We had to take refuge in your cabin to escape the hell hounds. Out of the frying pan, as they say. But, if you’re worried about the camp, trust me, they’re getting the hell out of this forest and leaving you in peace.”

      “She.”

      “What?”

      “The demon is a she. Marchocias.”

      I perk up. “Marchocias? Isn’t that—?” I shake my head. “Not important. Yes, I know Marchocias identifies as female, so I’ll get the pronoun right, even if I never plan to face her and use it. Point is that this is a very, very bad place to set up camp, and once it’s cleaned up, they’ll be gone, which I presume is what you want.”

      “It is. All right, then. Let me grant your wish. One more thing before I let you go . . .” She leans closer, still no more than a curly-haired figure against the darkness. “Tell the girl to stop looking for me, or she will end up like her boyfriend. Understood?”

      “What gi—?”

      I don’t get the word out before a snarl of rage cuts me short. A snarling figure grabs the witch, yanking her back, even as she murmurs, calmly, “I believe this was the other part of your demand, child?” and then—

      I’m not quite sure what happens then. There’s a flash, blindingly bright, and against my retinas, I see the face of a woman, dark hair falling in curls streaked with gray, an unlined face with eyes the color of mahogany, brown so rich it’s almost red. That face, though. I know that—

      The light lasts as long as a camera flash, and when it’s gone, I reel back, blinded. Something slams down on me, and my fist flies, striking a split second before I see who I’m hitting: Elijah.

      He lets out an oomph and raises his hands, saying, “It’s me, Kate.”

      I exhale, and I start to sit up, but his arms go around me, and for a heartbeat, I hear the memory of that nightmare vision of him, feel his hands at my throat. I stiffen, but only long enough for him to pull me into a hug, his racing heart slamming against my chest as he grips me tight.

      “You okay?” I murmur as I give him a quick hug back.

      “Me?” His voice comes ragged. “I was the guy bumbling around in empty tunnels. You’re the one she caught. I heard—” He swallows hard. “I heard bits of it. What she said. About how valuable you’d be. It was like you were right there on the other side of the wall, and I . . .”

      He lifts his hands and looks down at them. His nails are filthy and torn, as if he clawed earth, and I catch them and hold them, my hands wrapping around his.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I was fine. She just—”

      He kisses me. I don’t see it coming. I’m looking down at his poor hands, and then I glance up at his face, backlit by the abandoned penlight, and his mouth comes to mine before I realize what’s happening. He pulls me into a kiss and . . .

      Our other kisses have been oh-so-fine. I should say then that this one is better, only I’m not sure better is the word. Before Elijah, kisses have ranged from a mere punt to a third-base power drive. His were home-runs all the way, blowing the others from memory. This one is like the ball just . . . disappears. Goes someplace I can’t even see it, onto territory I’ve only vaguely imagined. This kiss is hunger. Deep, devouring hunger and need.

      I barely even feel the kiss. It’s as if a fire ignites and scorches right through me, and our lips are only the place where it started. His body is over mine, on top of me in the tunnel, and all I feel, all I smell, all I hear is him, the fire and the need and the hard weight of him pressing into me.

      I take that kiss, and I let it carry me away, my own tamped-down fears rising to the surface, the kiss burning through them, adrenaline fueling the fire. I press up against him, all my hidden panic bursting free and consumed. He groans and kisses me harder, limbs entwined, his hands in my hair as he presses harder and groans again.

      This is new, and this is scary as hell, and I’m not quite sure what to do with it. It’s certainly not the first time I’ve been underneath a guy, his body against mine, his need hard and obvious. It isn’t even the first time I’ve felt my own desire ignited.

      The fear doesn’t come from that, not from any concern that it will go too far. This is Elijah. He isn’t sliding his hands under my shirt or tugging at the waist of my jeans. His fingers are in my hair, and they stay exactly where he’s put them.

      It’s a kiss, nothing more, but it ignites everything I felt earlier, that grief of wanting what I cannot have, multiplied a hundredfold.

      This is what I’d hoped for with Brandon. That I’d feel what he did and want what he wanted. Something had been missing, and it’s here, in the heat and weight of Elijah’s body, in the smell of him, in that devouring kiss that says he’d been terrified of what could have happened to me.

      Eventually, my brain politely informs me that I should probably stop making out with Elijah and escape this damned tunnel. He seems to have the same thought, stopping short, his head jerking up. Then I see the look in his eyes, and my heart drops, a wave of cold washing away everything else.

      He scrambles off me, his eyes wide, and I wish I could say that look is simple concern that he got too hot and heavy. Concern that we’re, you know, trapped in a tunnel. No, that “Oh, shit” look is the worst kind. It says he hadn’t meant to kiss me at all, and now that he has, he’s kinda freaking out.

      Ah, Elijah. I suppose I should be furious. I should demand answers. I should demand to know what game you’re playing.

      The problem is that I look at him, in the wavering half-light, and I don’t see a game. He’s genuinely kicking himself for a mistake, his head bent forward, locs dangling, hand over his mouth.

      I could see his four-alarm regret, bordering on horror, and take it personally. While my self-confidence may have been shaken by the double whammy of Brandon and Elijah, I’d have to be delusional to tell myself this was an accidental kiss, caught up in the moment, and he’d have done the same to any girl who’d been here. That is bullshit. He kissed me, and there was zero doubt that he knew it was me.

      So I don’t feel anger. Confusion. Regret. A twinge of hurt, yes, but he doesn’t mean to hurt me, and so I’ll grant him a fair reprieve.

      “You,” I say, shaking my finger as I sit up. “What did we say earlier? There will be no OMG-I-coulda-died life-affirming sex in the tunnel, okay? One, it’s a tunnel. Two, there could be cameras, and my mom would kill you if it got on the internet. Three, every horror movie ever made taught me that this is a recipe for post-coital dismemberment. Four, neither of us has a condom.”

      As I talk, his lips twitch, the panic seeping from his face until I finish, and he laughs. “Uh, pretty sure part three means you won’t need to worry about part four. Also, I won’t need to worry about part two.” He pauses. “Wait, did you say your mom would kill me? Do I dare ask what your dad would do?”

      “Nothing, ’cause he knows no werewolf would be stupid enough to stick a sex tape of me on the internet, and therefore, it must not have been you who did it. By that point, though, Mom would have found you so . . . ?” I shrug. “Talk really fast and hope she believes you didn’t post it?”

      “And then she’ll kill me for having sex with her daughter.”

      “Pfft. What is this? The twentieth century? It’s posting the sex tape that’d be the death sentence.” I pick up the penlight and hand it to him. “May I suggest we find the exit before that witch decides to toy with us some more?”

      He starts to take it, and I see his hands, and my voice softens. “Are you okay?”

      He balls his hands into fists, as if to hide the nails. “I am. She just . . . freaked me out.”

      “That was the point. She only let you hear the chop-me-up-for-parts section of an otherwise civil conversation.”

      “Not sure how any civil conversation includes that but . . .”

      “With supernaturals, you get used to it,” I say. “Now, our witch friend promised to play genie and grant my wishes. One was to get you back. The other was to escape. Let’s go see whether she unveiled the exit.”
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      “A demon bargain?” I say to Marchocias. “Please tell me you’re joking.”

      Her brows lift. “What is this word joking? I do not believe I know it.”

      “It’s the twenty-first century, demon,” Mason says. “Even ten-year-olds know enough not to make deals with demons. Every book, every TV show, every movie with a demon in it? Some idiot makes a deal and ends up inside out.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Clearly fiction. Do you have any idea how much work it takes to turn someone inside out? And the mess. The best I’ve managed is to get half their insides decorating their outside, and even that is terribly taxing. Also, for the record, do I sound as if I haven’t left the forest in all these years? I use a CEO’s tax-write-off house up on the mountain. A mansion with all the luxuries one could ask for including Netflix and HBO. Pirated signals, of course. Paying for cable TV would violate the demonic code of conduct.”

      “Are demons always this chatty?” Mason asked. “Or are you just really, really lonely . . . having slaughtered everyone who comes to your valley?”

      “I’m personable. That’s not a character flaw even for a demon.”

      “Not a flaw but a feature,” I murmur.

      Mason snorts. “Like the guy on the subway who chats you up while he’s picking your pocket.”

      “Pretty much,” I say. “Marchocias, I don’t need to hear your deal to refuse it.”

      “How rude.”

      “I will ask you to permit us to leave—” I begin.

      She laughs. I’m bluffing here. Not that I’m keen to make any sort of deal, but she’s guarding the exit, and as Kate would say, I’m going to toss this she-wolf a bone.

      But I still straighten and say, in my best imitation of Mom’s Alpha voice, “I understand your predicament. However, allowing us to leave is your best chance to clear this forest. I will go straight to my mother, Alpha of the American Pack and delegate to the supernatural interracial council, and I’ll tell her what happened here. I will advise, very strongly, that the council give up its interest in these woods. Once they realize this is your territory, they will leave you in peace.”

      “Perhaps. But . . . how shall I put this delicately.” She leans toward the hole. “I do not trust you, son of the Alpha. I know your kind as well as I know myself. Your concern is your Pack. Your mother’s concern is your Pack. If you have no vested interest in what happens here, you will not bother yourselves with helping me.”

      I argue, but she’s not wrong. Even after rejoining the supernatural council, we aren’t its most reliable members. Our priority is threats that affect the Pack, which this is not.

      Still, I’m not lying to Marchocias. I would indeed tell my mother, and she would let me take my report to the council. However, after I deliver that report, we would not pursue the matter further.

      “What do you want?” Mason says. “Just spit it out, and stop this bullshit. You said you want everyone out of your forest, and that’s what we’re trying to do, but apparently, that isn’t enough.”

      “There are teenagers in my forest,” Marchocias says.

      “Uh, yeah. You know how to fix that? Let the teenagers leave your forest.”

      “You are the least of my problems. My forest is infested with others of your ilk, stumbling about as if they’ve just survived their first college bender.” She fixes a look on Mason. “Is that ‘modern’ enough for you?”

      “Fine,” he says. “So let us go get help for them.”

      “More people to invade my forest? More temptations for my dear wolves? No.”

      Before I can speak, she continues, “Here is what I want. You will return to that camp. You will round up the teenagers, and clear them from my forest and warn others that my wolves are eternally hungry.”

      “Wait. You want us to go back?” Mason says. “Back to the place we just escaped?”

      “I will restrain my wolves while you travel, and once you are there, the camp is warded. Conduct your investigation quickly. Discover what you need to know about what happened. Clear my forest of your kind. And then you will be free. All of you. You have my word on that.”

      When I don’t speak, Mason shoots me a look. I can read it as clearly as if he spoke the words.

      You’re actually considering this? A deal with a demon?

      Yes, I am, and the only reason I’m not jumping at it is that I know all the ways this can go wrong. Mason mentioned fictional representations. I know the reality—book upon book of documented accounts of supernaturals making deals with demons. A deal that goes smoothly hardly provides the same chaos buffet as one that ends with a room of dead bodies, the dealmaker weeping over the corpses of his slaughtered family.

      Those books are cautionary tales but also guides, teaching supernaturals how to make a proper bargain, because such a thing is possible. That almost makes it worse. Kate calls it the worst lottery ever. People keep making deals because they’re convinced they’ll be the one to win, not through luck but through their wits. Pure hubris.

      Am I falling prey to exactly that thinking? That I’m better informed than the average supernatural, and therefore, I can do this? Perhaps. But Marchocias’s offer carries the undeniable glitter of truth. She does want us gone. She’s spent an eon keeping this valley to herself, and I don’t doubt she revels in tormenting the occasional trespasser. She will not, however, want the best of the supernatural world descending on her sanctuary. The Cabals have already come, scenting opportunity. What if they realize the sheer wealth of this valley as development land? Surely that’s worth chasing off one demon, who isn’t even a high-ranking lord.

      So I begin to negotiate. To do what every supernatural with a grain of sense does. I sew up the loopholes. I get her promise on every point, and I examine the wording with every bit of future-lawyer know-how I possess.

      “Two more things,” I say, finally.

      She exhales dramatically. “At this rate, we won’t need to worry about the trespassers in my forest. They’ll all die of starvation.”

      “First, my sister. Do you know where she is?”

      The gleam in Marchocias’s eyes makes my stomach twist, but I stand firm as she says, “You’ve lost her?”

      “We became separated.”

      “I have not seen either her or her werewolf friend since I threw them. I do not know where they are. When they do appear, my werewolves and I will not harm them. You have my promise on all that.”

      She speaks the words that bind her to that part of the oath. Not that it’s necessary. Demons don’t lie when it comes to a bargain. They can misdirect, mislead, exploit loopholes, but an outright breaking of an oath would mean no mortal ever bargained with them again. As she said earlier, it’d be trading a lifetime of food for one really good meal.

      “Second, I want your word that we are all protected, even those who stay behind in this cabin.”

      “Wait,” Allan says. “That better not mean you’re leaving us.”

      “We can’t all go running around the forest,” Mason says.

      I nod. “Right. I will handle this alone.”

      “Uh,” Mason says. “No, you will not. The spellcasters can stay here, do their thing and wait for your sister, but I’m going.”

      I look at Marchocias. “Immunity for anyone who stays behind as long as I go investigate.”

      “I will not bother them here. I cannot.”

      “You won’t bother or harm them at all—inside or outside this cabin.”

      “Yes, yes. They will receive all the protections I’ve promised you. Safety now and freedom later.” She pauses. “However, since we are adding stipulations, I have one for you. Or, more specifically, for Circe.”

      Holly gives a start.

      “Yes, you, little witch. Here is my demand.” Marchocias meets Holly’s gaze. “Stop what you are doing. She does not want your help. Leave her alone.”

      “I don’t know what you—”

      “I will not spill your secrets unless you force my hand. You know exactly what I mean. Leave her be, and do not poke about her things further, and when you leave, you will tell your people that she has left this forest.”

      “We’re only trying to—”

      “Do you see the form I possess? This body belongs to a woman who comes to this forest to ‘help,’ like you. She searches for poachers and illegal hunters. But the truth is that the creatures here do not need her protection. They have mine as does the one you seek. She has made her position clear, and you will respect it. Is that understood?”

      Holly ducks my gaze, nods and mumbles, “Understood and accepted.”

      I peer at Holly, but there aren’t any answers forthcoming, not while Marchocias stands watch.

      I turn back to the demon. “Then we are agreed—”

      “Not so fast, Danvers,” Mason says. “Are you speaking for all of us? Or are we allowed to seal up the loopholes we see.”

      My cheeks heat. “Yes, of course. Sorry. I should have asked.”

      Marchocias sighs. “There are no loopholes.”

      I glance at Allan, who shrugs, telling me he doesn’t see any. Holly still isn’t meeting my gaze, lost in her thoughts.

      “I have one,” Mason says. “You said we’re safe from you and your hounds. But what else is out there?”

      “Nothing except me.”

      “Yeah, no. Something temporarily killed me out there yesterday, and it wasn’t you.”

      I inwardly wince. I had indeed missed this. Something attacked Mason, and he died, and I resuscitated him. It might seem that was obviously the demon or her hounds. Yet he wasn’t ripped apart. He wasn’t thrown through the air. He was attacked in one place, reappearing in another with no wounds. Just a bloodied nose and a heart that had stopped beating.

      “Answer his question,” I say. “What else is out there?”

      “What happened to Edward was my doing . . . indirectly.” She eases back from the window. “I have been here a very long time. That is not the usual way with demons as I’m sure you are aware. That leads to”—she purses her lips—“shall we say . . . rips in the demonic ozone.”

      “Rips in what?” Mason says.

      “Dimensional tears,” Holly says.

      We all turn to look at her.

      “Oh, there’s Circe, speaking up at last. Don’t let the boys do the talking for you.”

      Marchocias’s gaze cuts Allan’s way. “Do not stiffen like that, Iphis. I wasn’t going to make any sarcastic aside. Your choice is your choice. You pick that form as I pick . . .” She looks down at herself. “Well, not this one in particular, but I’m called the she-wolf for a reason. Other demons style themselves as male, walking your world, fathering children at every step. I choose a different path, and I have children of my own.” She nods at me. “After a fashion.”

      “What the hell is she . . . ?” Mason’s gaze shoots to Allan. A pause and then, “Huh.”

      I brace, ready to jump in if he says something offensive, but he only grunts a “Whatever,” and turns back to Marchocias. “You’re avoiding the question, demon.”

      “Actually, I don’t think she is,” Holly says. “She prefers our world, but she must return to her own periodically. By continuing to cross in the same place for centuries, she’s worn a path between the worlds. You stumbled through it.”

      “Stumbled through and were promptly spat back out,” Marchocias says. “The shock of it stopped your heart. Before you accuse me of trickery, I was going to tell you how to avoid that weak spot. You can see it easily enough . . . if you aren’t striding through the forest, determined to make a grand exit, blind to your surroundings.”

      She gives her vow that this is what happened to Mason and that she will tell us how to avoid it. She also promises that this is not what happened to Kate and Elijah—the spot is north of camp, far from us.

      “There,” she says. “Are you finally ready to make a deal, Romulus?”

      I glance at the others. Allan and Holly nod. Mason’s face darkens—he isn’t happy—but after a second, he nods curtly.

      “We are agreed, then,” Marchocias says. “Now, let us get you back to your camp, so you may set this right.”
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      We find the back door, and nothing exciting—or terrifying—happens along the way. We crawl a little farther in the only direction we can go, and before long, we see sunlight. The tunnel ends at a rope ladder. Up we go, stepping out of a hole in the ground and then collapsing on a moss-covered rock a few feet away. It’s the perfect spot to rest, a stone slab at least eight feet across, the soft moss smelling of freedom. Late afternoon sunbeams pierce the canopy and shimmer over us as I lie on my stomach, arms folded under my chin. Elijah rests on his back at my side, close enough that our elbows touch.

      “Guess I can turn this off.” Elijah lifts the flashlight. “We might need a strong sword and a magical ring, though, to battle through this alternate dimension.”

      I cock a brow at him.

      He waves around. “It’s not even twilight yet. Clearly, an alternate dimension because there is no way in hell this all happened in a couple of hours.”

      “It didn’t,” I say, peering at my watch. “It happened in eighty minutes.”

      He groans. “I’m going to take a nap, okay? Just wake me when the cavalry arrives to rescue us.”

      “Or the hell hounds arrive to devour us?”

      A glare my way. “You had to bring that up, didn’t you? At least you didn’t mention the demon. Or the crazed half-demon campers who want to set us on fire.”

      “Also bears. Pretty sure I smell bears.”

      Another groan as he levers up. “This is so unfair. We’re teenagers. We’re not supposed to do this shit on our own. When my mom finds out, I’m grounded for months.”

      “Yeah? When my mom finds out, I’m grounded for life. Or microchipped. Yep, I’m definitely going to be microchipped.”

      “My mom knows how to do that, you know.”

      I jab him in the ribs. “And if anyone mentions that around my mother, I will kill him.” I push to my feet. “Okay, let’s find the camp. First, we should probably cover the hole . . .”

      I look to the area where we came up. It’s long grass, swaying in a light breeze. I walk over and brush through it to find no trace of the hole we exited.

      “Huh,” I say.

      “Yep, weird shit and more weird shit. There’s no gaping hole to fall in, though, so I say we start walking back to the cabin.”

      “Agreed.”
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        * * *

      

      Shortly after heading out, we realize that we don’t actually know how to find the cabin. Which is a slight obstacle to our escape plan.

      I remember when Logan and I were kids, we once snuck into the forest behind our house and got lost. It’d been night, so our parents didn’t realize we were gone, and we’d been old enough to pray they didn’t find out. Logan finally suggested we walk toward the moon and keep that as our beacon. It worked. We got out of the forest . . . only to realize we had no idea how to get home. Same principle here. Elijah and I had been so focused on getting out of the tunnel that we didn’t think of the next step. Escape was all that mattered.

      Escape is not all that matters. We’re in thousands of acres of empty forest without even a scent trail to guide us. We do, however, know the general direction to walk, using the mountains as our guide.

      We try not to panic as we seem to be walking through the same stretch of forest over and over just like when Logan and I had stumbled around in those dark woods. Yet while the forest looks the same, I only need to slow down to spot the differences in flora, scent and even sound. We’re making progress, and the mountains loom as distant beacons to guide us.

      When we finally see the hard lines of a building ahead, we break into a run until it appears through the trees, and we both stop short.

      The building is a steel monstrosity shooting from the ground like a misshapen meteorite.

      The conference center.

      “Okay,” Elijah whispers. “So we know where we are now. The cabin is that way.”

      He points. I don’t follow his finger. I don’t even glance in that direction. I just keep staring at the building. Then my gaze drops to the surrounding yard, hidden by trees.

      We could leave now. Walk away without taking those last few steps that will show me what remains of the youth leadership conference.

      The last few steps that will show me the bodies.

      I swallow.

      “We aren’t walking away, are we?” Elijah whispers.

      When I glance over, he gives a rueful smile. “I was kinda hoping you’d talk me into leaving. Silly thought.”

      “Sorry. You can—”

      “Don’t even finish that sentence, KitKat. I don’t want to walk away any more than you do, and I’m sure as hell not leaving you behind. We just need to be careful. It’s quiet, but that doesn’t mean the danger has passed.”

      It’s quiet.

      I haven’t even realized that until he says the words. It is absolutely silent. A chill tickles down my spine. When I can’t repress a shiver, Elijah lays a warm hand on my shoulder.

      “We’ve got this, right? We’ll have a look. Do what we can. Then get back to your brother.”

      I nod and take two more steps. I’m about to say something to Elijah when I catch a girl’s voice. Another step, and there’s a girl, standing as if in a trance, listening to voices no one else can hear.

      She’s fifty feet away, and I only see her in profile. Small, both in stature and size, with blond hair pulled back at the side. There’s a touch of red in that hair. Strawberry blond.

      Recognition ping-pongs through my brain like a ball bouncing in a carnival game and refusing to land in a slot. She’s older than I first thought, more college aged. A counselor? There were only five of them, and she isn’t one . . .

      No, there was another counselor who hadn’t arrived.

      This is the latecomer, newly arrived to find . . .

      I swallow. I still can’t see the yard. We’re coming in from the east side. The pyres—and any dead campers—are on the west side.

      “Shit,” Elijah whispers.

      I follow his gaze, and my gut twists as I realize my mistake. There is indeed a camper here, on the ground at the young woman’s feet. A boy, curled up in the fetal position. And blood. When the breeze flutters past, I smell the blood.

      “I’m going to slip around,” Elijah whispers, “and approach from the other side in case she’s infected. She’s definitely out of it.”

      Out of it.

      I see the new counselor again, the way she’s standing there, straining as if to listen, nodding to an unseen companion.

      Necromancer.

      They said the last counselor was a necromancer.

      She’s not in a trance or in shock. She’s listening to the ghost of the guy at her feet.

      The ghost of the dead camper, his empty eyes staring up at the late-day sun.

      I glance over to stop Elijah, but he’s already out of sight.

      The girl speaks again. Her tone is low and sympathetic, but there’s steel there, too. She’s questioning him. Trying to figure out what happened.

      She arrived to this horror, and instead of fleeing in a panic, she’s getting answers. I take a step to go to her, to help her. Then I pause as she adjusts hair fallen from its clip, and I get a full look at her face.

      I know that face, that hair . . .

      An image flashes. A photograph of this girl when she was about my age. Of her and her boyfriend. That’s why we’d been looking at the photo. Not at her but at her boyfriend because—

      Dirt whisper-crunches underfoot. The smell of werewolf washes over me, and I spin just as someone slams into me.

      Now, when being knocked flying through the air by a werewolf, my first thought probably shouldn’t be, Shit, what’s his name again? But that’s exactly what I’m thinking.

      His surname is Cain. His cousin, Davis, is a pack member, and this guy has the same first initial. David? Dennis?

      Yep, I should be more concerned about being attacked, but I grew up with werewolves who were as likely to send me flying as clap me on the back to say hello.

      David—Dennis?—Derek!—isn’t knocking me flying in greeting. Still, I’m not overly concerned. Even as I’m struggling for his name, I’m hitting the ground in a roll and then bouncing up, ready to throw down when he dives at me, which he predictably does. To his credit, he sees how fast I recovered and twists in time to avoid being grabbed and thrown himself.

      In a serious attack, when he twisted, I’d have tackled him. But since this is all just a grave misunderstanding—or so I hope—I only dance back, fists raised.

      He stops. And he stares. Blinks. Blinks again.

      “You’re a . . . ?”

      “Werewolf?” I say. “Wait, no, the word you want is girl, isn’t it? Yep, that’s the real shocker here. Might want to get your nose checked, Derek, if you didn’t realize that before you attacked me.”

      And that’s when Elijah jumps on Derek’s back. Now, Elijah isn’t a small guy, but Derek is a Cain, which means he’s big, really big. But his size only proves that old adage, “The bigger they are . . .”

      Yep, he drops like a felled oak. Elijah is on Derek’s back, arm around his throat as they crash to the ground. That’s when the necromancer rushes over, penknife in hand.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I say. “Kate Danvers. I’m the Alpha’s daughter. I’m not here to hurt you. I’m not so sure about him . . .” I jerk my thumb toward Elijah. “But I think he can be convinced once he realizes how big your boyfriend is. Hey! Elijah! See that guy you just knocked down. He’s a Cain.”

      Elijah’s already backing off his quarry, hands up. “Yow. Yes, he is. Dad told me about the Cains. Built like brick shithouses and—”

      He stops before saying the rest. I’ve heard it enough times to finish it. Twice as ugly. I wouldn’t exactly call Derek Cain ugly, but he’s not getting a magazine cover anytime soon.

      In the old photo I saw, Derek had bad acne. That’s long gone, leaving only minimal scarring. When he had the acne, people probably blamed that, but . . . yep, it wasn’t just the acne. With his broad face, heavy jaw and brow, he’s definitely a Cain, and sadly, that’s no compliment.

      If the clan had a motto, it’d be Big, Ugly and Stupid. Yet Derek’s green eyes flash with intelligence, and from what I’ve heard, he isn’t just smart for a Cain—like Davis—but a freaking genius, which means, thankfully, that he assesses the situation instead of just kicking our asses.

      “Now, let’s all play nice,” I say. “I’ll ignore the fact that I was attacked unprovoked.”

      “Unprovoked?” Derek snorts. “You were sneaking up on Chloe, watching her from the forest.”

      Chloe. Right. I have heard her name before.

      I point at the dead camper. “See that guy? This morning, he helped tie my brother and me to stakes for burning. I’m sure you saw the remains of the fire around the west side. We were part of the leadership conference until our fellow campers decided to roast us. So we took off, hell hounds on our heels—”

      “Hell hounds?” Derek rolls his eyes. “Someone’s been watching too much TV.”

      “Hell hounds. Hell beasts. Call them what you like. There’s a demon in this forest. Marchocias, if that means anything to you.”

      “I don’t give a shit about demons,” Derek says.

      Elijah rolls his eyes. “Yeah, go with that, Cain. You see the demon? Just tell him that you don’t give a shit about him. See how that works out for you.”

      “She,” I say. “Marchocias goes by the feminine.”

      “And I don’t go by Cain,” Derek says.

      “It’s Derek Souza.” Chloe steps forward, hand extended. “And I’m Chloe Saunders. Pleased to meet you, Kate. Since it seems we skipped that part.”

      I smile and shake her hand. “Pleased to meet you, too. This is Elijah. Not a Pack wolf. Just a fellow camper.” My gaze slides toward the fallen camper. “And I guess he’s . . .”

      “Dead,” she says softly. “I’m sorry. Though if he tied you to a pyre, you did what you had to do.”

      “We didn’t kill anyone. As for roasting us, it wasn’t his fault. Something infected the half-demons. Are there . . . survivors?”

      She nods. “Lots. Only three dead. The rest seem to be unconscious—in some kind of deep sleep.”

      “If there are injuries, I can help before we go back to my brother. I’m trained as a medic for our Pack.”

      “And I’m—” Elijah begins.

      “I am not working with Clayton Danvers’s daughter,” Derek says.

      “Fuck, not this bullshit. Just when we were acting all civil, too.” I meet Derek’s gaze. “Have you met my father?”

      “I don’t need to.”

      “That’s a no, then, isn’t it? Never met my father. Never met my mother. Refused to accept her invitation to introduce herself. Couldn’t even be bothered to come meet your cousin, the only other survivor of an attack that wiped out your branch of the clan.”

      Derek bristles. Chloe lays a hand on his arm and says, her voice quiet but firm, “We’ve had trouble with Derek’s family. The Cains tried to forcibly reintegrate him years ago. As for the Pack . . .” She shrugs.

      “You’ve heard things, right? Seen photos, probably, of my dad’s handiwork.”

      She blanches before she can hide it.

      “Let me guess,” I say. “Photos of two mutts my dad cut up with a chainsaw when he wasn’t much older than me. My brother was nine when someone told him that story. A mutt who ‘thought he should know.’ I can still remember my dad’s face when he explained. Had to tell his daughter what he did, because if he didn’t, someone else would.”

      “I’m sorry,” Chloe says.

      I shrug. “I’d explain the photos, but you don’t want that. Clayton Danvers is a psycho who hacks up mutts with chainsaws. That makes a better story.”

      Chloe sneaks a look at Derek. “I’d hear the truth if you’ll tell it.”

      “The truth.” I meet Derek’s gaze again. “The truth is that it’s true. I can say that the guys were heavily sedated, but that’s incidental. The truth is that the mutts kept coming to Stonehaven to challenge Jeremy, who was never much of a fighter. Jeremy wanted to overhaul the Pack, get rid of the archaic bullshit, but he couldn’t do that if he was constantly fighting mutts. So Dad did something that guaranteed no mutt would set foot on Pack territory again. Something that freed Jeremy to lead and the Pack to live without constant challenge fights from outside werewolves. You can curl your lip and call me Clayton Danvers’s daughter, but I respect the hell out of my father, and if you’re going to snark about him, then I’m going to ask you to just let us pass. We’ll help the wounded, and you’ll do whatever the hell you came here to do, and you can just go on believing that the Pack is a bunch of psychos, rather than meeting us and making up your own mind.”

      There’s a moment of silence as I inhale after that long speech.

      Then Chloe says, “Thank you. I’m not sure anyone who didn’t grow up with the Pack can understand what it might take to protect it.” Her gaze slides Derek’s way. “We keep a low profile, and he doesn’t need to deal with . . . challenges?” Her voice rises on the last word, uncertain.

      “Think of it like a boxing league,” I say. “The more fights you win, the higher your profile, and the less you need to fight. Except those fights are often to the death, and you can’t opt out.”

      I nod to Derek. “If other werewolves find out about you, you will be a prime target. You’re Zachary Cain’s son and a genetically modified werewolf. They’ll want to say they were the one to beat you.”

      I ease back. “The Pack could offer you advice without membership. On the other hand, you’ve made it this long without trouble. You could be fine.”

      “I wouldn’t say we’ve made it without trouble,” Chloe murmurs. “But thank you for the offer, and we will think it over.” She clears her throat. “And I have to ask whether there’s any chance of us . . . encountering your family.”

      “You mean are they out here looking for us?” I shake my head. “We left yesterday, and our cell phones were confiscated. Mom will be hurt that she didn’t get a goodnight text, but she’ll presume we’re just too busy. Mom might be Alpha, but she’s also the mother of teens. She won’t worry just yet.”

      “Are we going to figure out what happened here?” Derek cuts in. “Or just stand around talking?”

      I smile. “Oh, you really need to meet the vampire I left with my brother. You and Mason will get along great. Okay, I’ll give the condensed version of our short-lived summer camp, and then we’ll see what we can do here before I get back to my brother.”
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Logan

        

      

    

    
      We’ve left Marchocias at the broken window and retreated into the cabin to talk. Mason insists on going with me, and I won’t argue. That’s his choice, just as it’s Holly’s choice to stay behind for Kate and to investigate the cabin further. Allan wavers but ultimately agrees that someone should remain with Holly.

      That, however, leads to a problem.

      “Holly?” I say. “May I speak to you, please? In the attic.”

      “The attic?”

      I nod. The setting is significant, but more importantly, I want this conversation to be as private as possible. I turn to Mason. “Give me ten minutes.”

      He grumbles and makes a show of looking at his watch. Yes, we don’t have time for delays, especially with Kate missing. This can’t wait, though, and so I usher Holly to the attic.

      Once we’re up there, I walk to the mummy. “You said you know nothing about this?”

      “I said I don’t practice dark magic.”

      I nod, circling the mummy as I examine it.

      “I don’t,” she says. “Not the kind that requires this.”

      “Yet you understood what Marchocias meant when she warned you not to poke about. When she warned you to leave her alone. The witch who did this, I presume.”

      “Kate is missing, and we’re trapped in this cabin. At that point, I was willing to agree to whatever that demon said whether I understood it or not.”

      Whether I understood it or not.

      Her wording is significant. She could have said, “when I have no idea what she’s talking about.” She didn’t because she’s avoiding a lie.

      “So you don’t know what she’s talking about?” I press.

      “I’m a witch,” she says. “This is the home of another witch, one much more powerful than me. It makes sense that I might poke around. I’m not interested in magic this dark, but sure, I’d see what I could find in the way of other magic, new spells that don’t require human sacrifice. Having promised I won’t, though, I’ll stick to figuring out where Kate went. Now, you need to—”

      “Marchocias said the witch doesn’t want or need your protection. Do you know what that meant?”

      “Logan, your sister is—”

      “—missing. I am well aware of that. However, I stand a greater chance of finding her by staying here than going back to the conference center, so perhaps I’m stalling. Also, perhaps I’m thinking that it isn’t a coincidence my sister vanished in the home of a dark witch. Maybe what I should be doing is tearing out the walls, plank by plank, until I find Kate before she’s turned into that.” I point at the mummy.

      “She wouldn’t—” Holly clears her throat. “I don’t believe that’s what we have here. Whatever happened to him”—a nod toward the mummy—“I don’t think whoever owns this cabin would murder an innocent teenage supernatural for spell ingredients.”

      “Because you know her.”

      “What?”

      I step toward Holly. “This witch. You know her. And you didn’t just happen to come to a camp where a dark witch lives in the forest. She’s the reason you’re here. I don’t know what Marchocias meant about protecting her, but you came here to find her. To speak to her or read her grimoires or—”

      “No.” Holly backs up, arms crossing. “You really think I’m stupid enough to break into a dark witch’s lair to get a few extra spells? Sure, if I’m already inside, I’d look but—”

      “Then you weren’t looking for her in the forest? You weren’t looking for this cabin, which we conveniently found for you?”

      She meets my gaze. “If I tell you that I’m not here to hurt anyone, is that enough? I don’t use this kind of magic. I did not trick you into bringing me here. I will not endanger anyone while I’m here. I will do as Marchocias asked because I want to get us all out of this mess, which I had nothing to do with. If I promise you all that, is it enough? Or are you going to insist on answers that won’t help Kate and Elijah?”

      I look from her to the ladder, my temper sparking even as a voice whispers that this is enough . . . for now. Take her promise and go, and figure out the rest later.

      “I didn’t misrepresent myself,” she says softly. “All right, maybe I led you guys to think I’m your age. I’m a college freshman. You would have found out the truth as soon as Paige arrives. I am a Sabrina—I just joined a little late.”

      “And you joined the Sabrinas for the same reason you joined the conference? A legitimate desire to learn with zero ulterior motives?”

      She shoves her hands in her pockets and rocks on her heels. “That’s complicated, Logan, but I’ll take it up with Paige. I can absolutely guarantee I’m not a threat.”

      “You tricked my sister. Got on her good side when she really needed a friend . . . who she’s now going to discover is a fraud.”

      “What? No. I’m eighteen, Logan. I like Kate, and I don’t see any reason why we couldn’t be friends. It’s not like I’m a thirty-year-old pretending to be a teenager. What Kate saw is the real me. There’s just . . . a little more.”

      I nod and glance at the ladder again.

      “Go,” she says. “Allan and I will be fine. We’ll search for Kate and watch for her, and I will not poke around or anything else.”

      “What if the witch comes back?”

      “She won’t. This is just her hideaway for . . . extracurricular activities.” She looks at the mummy. “We’re safe here.”

      “Fine, but before we go, I need you to speak to Allan, at least briefly, and make sure he’s okay staying with you, given the change in circumstances.”

      She agrees, and we head downstairs.
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        * * *

      

      Allan is fine with it. More fine than I am. Before we go, he takes me aside. We go into the kitchen where he leans against the table, hands shoved in his pockets.

      “Does Kate know?” he asks.

      “About Holly?”

      “No, about . . . me.”

      It takes a moment to realize what he means. When I open my mouth, he says, quickly. “You didn’t know. I could see that. I’m guessing, then, that if Kate knew, she never told you.”

      I shake my head. “If she knew, she would have told me. She didn’t.”

      He relaxes, and I remember our conversation yesterday about Kate.

      “That was the problem, right? You wanted more than she was ready to give. Relationship-wise.”

      “Is that what she said?”

      “Sure. Did you think it was something else? It wasn’t. She really did like you. Just not as a long-distance boyfriend.”

      “You thought that’s why she broke it off,” I say. “She found out you were trans.”

      “That I was trans and didn’t tell her,” he says. “Her first kiss with a boy, and then she finds out . . .”

      “That you’re a boy. If Kate did discover you were trans, she might have asked a whole lot of awkward questions, but that’d be it. She kissed a boy. She wouldn’t have thought of it any other way.”

      He exhales. “Okay. Thanks. I still need to mention it to her.”

      “Only if you want to.”

      “I want to. And I’m glad it wasn’t about that.” A soft laugh. “Which seems a little weird. I’m glad she dumped me because of me.”

      “She broke it off for exactly the reason she said she did. You lived on the other side of the country, and honestly, she wasn’t ready for a boyfriend. She just wanted a cute guy to kiss.”

      Allan laughs again. “Okay. Fair enough. And I know I overdid it, chasing her. She was just . . .” He shrugs. “Kate is a force of nature, and for me, it was even more than that. I grew up in the Cabal, which meant growing up with kids who knew me before. Kate didn’t. She saw a guy—one she liked—and that was a first for me, so I went overboard. When she broke it off, I figured someone told her. I’m glad that wasn’t the case.”

      “And I’m sorry if Marchocias outed you. That wasn’t right.”

      “That’s probably the least demonic thing she’s done today. It was fine. Holly knew. Sorcerers and witches always do.”

      “Because of the gaze.” Witches recognize sorcerers on sight and vice versa.

      “Yep. That makes it extra weird for me. Male means sorcerer, except, as Holly would argue, that’s not actually correct because they’re two separate races. It’s not like witches have sons who are sorcerers and daughters who are witches. I’ve been calling myself a sorcerer, while technically, I’m a male witch, so maybe I should embrace that. But then I have to explain something I don’t want to explain to every new supernatural I meet. I’m still working it out. For now, though, Holly’s right that I’ve been intentionally ignoring witch magic, conflating it with gender identity when it’s a whole other thing. It’s just . . .”

      “Complicated.”

      “Yep, and all I really wanted to do was touch base after Marchocias outed me. I’ll stay here and help Holly, and you can take Edward.” He grins. “I’m calling him that forever now.”

      “He’ll love it.”

      “I know.” He claps me on the shoulder. “Take care out there, and hopefully, we’ll have Kate when you return.”
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      I bring Chloe and Derek up to speed.

      When I get to the pyre part, Chloe says, “I thought you were kidding about that.”

      “No supernatural jokes about being burned at the stake.”

      “True.” She lowers her voice. “Are you okay?”

      “They couldn’t light the damn fire. We escaped with a little help from our friends.” I nod toward Elijah.

      “Good, but that’s not what I mean. They tied you to a stake.”

      “I . . .” I want to fluff it off, but the memories rush back, and instead, I hear myself saying, “I couldn’t believe it was happening. The half-demons, I understood—they were infected. But there were others without that excuse, and I kept thinking I could appeal to them because, obviously, no sane person would do that.”

      I rub down the goosebumps on my arms as Elijah moves closer, his gaze shadowing. I manage a weak smile for him and then turn to Chloe.

      “We know supernaturals aren’t fond of werewolves and vampires,” I say, “but we’ve never dealt with anything like this. It was . . . harder than I expected.”

      “I can only imagine,” she murmurs. “We’ve seen the fear and the prejudice and the paranoia. I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

      “We’ll be okay. Meeting you guys helps. I grew up pestering Sean and Savannah for stories about the Edison Group subjects. You’re kinda like superheroes.”

      Chloe blushes. “I don’t know about that, but I’m glad to meet you, too.”

      “So, to continue my story, we escaped, only to be chased by Marchocias’s hell beasts. Magic must keep them outside the camp perimeter. We fled to a warded cabin where we were safe, but trapped. Then Elijah and I found a hatch in the floor, which turned into a whole other adventure, complete with jars of eyeballs and disappearing doors.”

      “Jars of . . . ?”

      “Dark witch. It’s a long story, and I’d rather tend to the injured so I can return to my brother ASAP.”

      “We’ve already done that. The injuries all seem superficial. I’m not sure what’s keeping them unconscious, but for now, that isn’t a bad thing. I was just trying to get answers from the dead. As you can imagine, they’re too freaked out to be coherent.”

      “Also, ghosts tend to forget the events surrounding their deaths.”

      “Correct. I’m going to suggest, then, that we accompany you back to your brother and the others. We aren’t getting cell service here, but this is definitely something we need to turn over to the council. That’d be your mom, right?”

      I nod and glance at Derek, waiting for him to say he’s not going anywhere with Clayton Danvers’s daughter, but he only grunts and waves for us to lead the way.
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        * * *

      

      We set out. Derek hangs back, following at a distance, and I use the semi-privacy to whisper to Elijah, “You’ve been quiet.”

      “Just trying to get up to speed. You obviously know who these two are. All I know is that my dad’s notes definitely warn me to stay away from the Cains. However, now that I’ve met one, I can see that Dad was . . . definitely not exaggerating. He’s a real peach, isn’t he?”

      “You know I can hear you, right?” Derek calls up.

      “If you couldn’t, I’d be calling you a lot worse than a peach.”

      “You got a problem with me?”

      Elijah pivots to face Derek. I start to grab his arm but decide against it. At the same moment, Chloe does the same, and we exchange a look, her lips tweaking in a wry smile.

      “Boys,” I mouth, and her smile broadens.

      “You’re being an asshole,” Elijah says. “Kate and I have been through hell in the last twenty-four hours, and you’re treating us like kids who waltzed out of the forest and started poking around, asking stupid questions instead of, you know, giving you the answers to your questions.”

      Derek crosses his arms.

      “So yeah, I have a problem with you,” Elijah says. “The real question is, do you have a problem with me?”

      He takes another step, getting in Derek’s face . . . or as close as he can manage.

      “Can’t have a problem with you if I don’t know you,” Derek says.

      “Exactly. You don’t know me. You don’t know Kate. So lose the fucking attitude. I don’t know who you are, but we don’t have time for that, and Kate doesn’t deserve your bullshit.”

      Derek says nothing.

      “Do you doubt our story?” Elijah waves at the camp just behind us. “Go check the stakes they drove into the ground. Now, don’t get me wrong. We do appreciate having someone else here to help. I’d just like it better if you treated us like fellow supernaturals, starting by explaining why you’re here.”

      Derek still says nothing. Elijah glances at Chloe, and a slight shake of her head says they aren’t ready to share that yet.

      “All right,” Elijah says. “Then I will trust Kate when she says you guys can be trusted. But I’d appreciate a little less attitude and a little more mutual respect.”

      “While we watch for hell hounds,” I say. “And demons. And dark witches. And also stray half-demons wandering about with gas cans.”

      Elijah tosses a smile my way. “Multitasking for the win.”

      He lifts his hand, and I high-five it, and Chloe smiles.

      “You two make the most adorable couple,” she says. “How long have you been together?”

      “We met about . . .” I check my watch. “Thirty-six hours ago. Also we’re just friends.”

      “But it’s been a very intense thirty-six hours,” Elijah says. “I’d say it equals roughly thirty-six months in real time.”

      “True enough.”

      We resume walking. Chloe keeps up beside us, Derek right behind.

      “Is that a Texas accent?” she asks Elijah.

      “Born and bred, ma’am. Just outside Austin.”

      “Oh!” I smack his arm. “Tell them how your parents met. It is the best story.”

      He slides a smile my way. “You tell it. You’re better at stories.”

      I glance at Chloe, my gaze flicking back to include Derek, who stays behind but doesn’t pretend he’s ignoring the conversation. “So, his mom’s a veterinarian, and one day, someone drops off this really big black dog that’s been hurt and knocked out. It’s a small town, so they put it straight into a kennel behind the local vet’s. She shows up and . . .”

      “It’s not a dog in the kennel.”

      “Bingo. There’s a guy. An injured naked guy.” I glance at Elijah. “Was your dad hot?”

      “I . . . am so not answering that question.”

      “Well, you’re hot, so genetically presuming, he was also hot.”

      Chloe chokes on a laugh, and Elijah shakes his head and says, “Kate is brutally honest. Sometimes it’s flattering. Sometimes, not so much.”

      “Hot naked werewolf in the kennel. Also injured, which always adds to the romantic appeal.”

      “She patches him up, and they fall in love?” Chloe says.

      “Nah, it’s way more romantic. She knocks out his ass with ketamine, ties him up and interrogates him. Then they fall in love.”

      She grins. “I like your mom, Elijah.”

      “Thank you,” he says.

      Derek says, “So how does your dad feel about you hanging out with the Pack?” There’s no challenge in it, but Elijah still stiffens, and before I can cut in, he says, “I don’t know. Maybe your girlfriend here can ask him.”

      “What?” Derek rocks forward, his face darkening.

      “Because she’s a necromancer,” Elijah says. “What the hell else would I mean?”

      “Elijah’s dad passed away when he was little,” I say. “But he left notes and videos to help, and his mom’s there for him, too. As for the Pack . . .”

      I try not to sneak a sidelong glance at Elijah. “He has reason to be wary of them, same as you, Derek. Elijah’s half-brother was Pack, and he died before we were born. Elijah’s dad sent his brother to the Pack, and I’m betting he regretted that so, like I said, good reason not to trust us.”

      “But now he’s teaming up with you?”

      “He’s teaming up with me,” I say. “I am Pack. I’m not the Pack. What he does after this is his call. Same as it will be yours. Forced recruitment never goes well. The American Pack didn’t do it even in their darkest days. Anyway, so that’s Elijah’s story.”

      “And now can I ask about you two?” Elijah says. “At least the part Kate already knows?”

      “Oh!” I say. “Yes, Elijah’s parents’ story is cool, but this one is even better. No offense.”

      “Do you want to tell it then, Kate?” Chloe says with a smile.

      Elijah chuckles. “Nah, she’s not the least bit interested in telling it, are you, KitKat? That look on your face? Like you’re going to explode? That’s just gas.”

      I sock his arm again, and he grins at me, his eyes . . . God, that look in his eyes, the warmth of it washing over me, making me feel as if I’m on that mossy rock again, basking in sunlight.

      “You can tell it, Kate,” Chloe says. “Something tells me your version will be more flattering than the truth.”

      “Okay,” I say. “So, what do you know about the Edison Group experiments?”

      “Uh, very little?” Elijah says. “I heard you guys talking about Mason being a subject, and I know they were conducting experiments on supernaturals. Genetic alterations in vitro, right?”

      “Right. There were several branches. Project Genesis was about tweaking existing races, creating Gen-2 Supernaturals if you will. Better powers and reduced side effects. That’s what Chloe and Derek were part of. It seems like a positive experiment, but they were more interested in perfecting their results than helping their subjects.”

      “We were lab rats,” Chloe says. “Expendable.”

      “So they escaped. The Edison Group pursued, and they blew their lab to smithereens. Kaboom!”

      “Well, not . . . exactly.” Chloe smiles. “But close enough. The movie version would definitely have more kabooms.”

      “After that, they went on the run, pursued by the remnants of the group. They eventually joined forces with the subjects of Project Phoenix, which was about resurrecting extinct supernatural species, like skin-walkers and benandanti.”

      “That’s the really cool experiment,” Chloe says.

      “It’s all cool. Anyway, the two groups joined forces and . . .”

      “Blew up the remnants of the group?” Elijah says. “No, wait. I’ve heard they’re still around. In pockets here and there.”

      “Yep,” Chloe says. “Because as cool as blowing up a lab is in the movies, in real life, it just cuts off one head of the hydra. There was the Edison Group, plus the Cabal that sponsored it, plus every fringe group that wooed away one of the scientists. You could keep lopping off heads, but they’d only keep growing. So we took the boring option.”

      “The sensible option,” Derek corrects.

      She puts her arm through his as she falls back to walk with him. “It doesn’t make as good a story, but it means that we’re around to tell it. Otherwise, our options were death or life as a lab rat or life on the run. We cut a deal with another Cabal who would protect us and train us. While they hoped we’d join them as future employees, that wasn’t a requirement.”

      “Sounds like a nicer Cabal than any I’ve heard of,” Elijah says. “Oh, wait. That’d be Paige Winterbourne’s husband, right? Lucas Cortez? The Cabal he runs with Sean Nast? You did mention Sean, Kate.”

      “I did, and you are correct,” I say. “Originally, it was the Nasts, and this was Sean’s special project. Then it became part of Lucean—Lucas and Sean’s Cabal. The subjects grew up. Some of them agreed to work for Lucean. Some . . .”

      “We lost some,” Chloe says, her eyes clouding with grief.

      “Lost to the dark side,” Derek says quickly. “They didn’t die. Well, a couple . . .” He clears his throat. “Chloe means that there were offers from other Cabals and groups, and a few of our old group went there. But yeah, most joined Lucean.”

      “And you guys?” Elijah asks.

      When they don’t reply, I say, “That is where my story ends. All I know is that everyone went off to college, and from there, Sean says he needs to respect their privacy. Which really means that I need to respect it because they aren’t actually characters in a story I’m following.”

      “Simon works for Lucean,” Derek says. “That’s not a secret, and it’s not an issue, either. He made the choice that was right for him. So did Tori, who’s there, too. We’re . . .”

      He glances at Chloe.

      “We’re still finishing school,” she says. “Sean knows he can call on us, but we aren’t interested in being full-time Cabal employees. So we—Derek, myself, Maya and Daniel—kind of do our own thing. We’re never going to lead normal lives, and we don’t want to. We have skills—from the Cabal training and our time on the run—and we use them to investigate things that interest or concern us.”

      “Like a supernatural teen leadership conference,” I say. “But you didn’t just randomly decide to check it out. You heard something. Something that concerned you.”

      They look at each other. Derek sighs and shakes his head, and Chloe pats his arm and then turns to us.

      “We actually did just come to check out the camp,” she says. “Anything that involves supernatural teenagers makes us nervous. Maya and Daniel had exams, so we came by ourselves.”

      “Seeing whether the Edison Group—or some branch of it—was gathering supernatural teens for nefarious purposes?”

      “Hey, considering our past . . .”

      “I am neither judging nor questioning. We actually wondered about that ourselves when things went wrong.”

      “But if it was an experiment, they’d have swooped in by now,” Chloe says. “Instead, we’ve stumbled on a very different problem, and so we’re happy to help until the council arrives.” She pauses. “We might even talk to them if that’s okay.”

      Derek grumbles, but when she looks his way, he lifts a shoulder, as if to say he’s registering a lack of enthusiasm for the proposal but not disagreement.

      “Excellent,” I say. “Paige is on her way, and she’s always the best one to talk to. Let’s get the others and find a place to call and give her the bad news.”
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      I’m not walking away from the cabin without a thought for my missing sister. When Mason and I do leave, I circle the property, ignoring Marchocias’s sighs as I hunt for my sister’s trail.

      “She’s not here,” the demon says, leaning against a tree. “I would smell her. She isn’t nearby and didn’t come this way when she left.”

      “Then where is she?”

      Marchocias shrugs. “Ask the witch. She seems to have a knack for sneaking in and out. I would say your sister found her back door.”

      I continue to pace.

      “We have a deal, Romulus,” Marchocias says. “I would suggest that the sooner you complete it, the sooner you can hunt for your sister, which I will allow under the terms of our bargain. You and your compatriots may remain in my forest until she is located, and she will come to no harm from me or mine.”

      Mason looks from her to me, and I brace for him to snap that we need to get moving. Instead, he lowers his voice and murmurs, “You want me to handle this camp bullshit while you hunt for her?”

      Yes, I do. But that isn’t fair to him, and it isn’t the bargain. So I shake my head and leave the cabin behind with one last glance over my shoulder as we go.
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        * * *

      

      In everything that has happened so far, I’m not certain I can say that there’s been a moment yet when I’ve been truly afraid. That isn’t bravery. It’s the fact that it’s all happened so fast, and I’ve been so busy worrying about my sister and everyone else that I haven’t had time to process anything more. Even with Kate gone, as concerned as I am, my gut says she’s fine, that I’d know if she wasn’t. The threat in this forest right now is Marchocias, who has given her word that neither she nor her hounds interfered with Kate. So I’m worried about my sister but not afraid for her.

      What I’m doing now, though? That scares me.

      What I fear isn’t the journey or what will happen to us when we arrive at the camp. I fear what has already happened. I fear what we are about to see.

      Our fellow campers turned on us, but when we ran, they weren’t the ones who followed. They were too busy attacking each other, that chaos madness ignited, sparks jumping to anyone who came near. Among those were non-half-demons, campers unaffected by the madness who did not participate in the attempted burning . . . and we left them behind.

      We also left the half-demons, who were no more responsible for their actions than if they’d been brainwashed. We ran because we had no choice. We escaped the pyres, and then we had to keep running from the hell hounds on our tails, and then those hell hounds trapped us in the cabin, leaving us no way to go back and help.

      Is that last point an excuse? If not for the hell hounds, would we have returned? Kate would have wanted to go back, but we had others relying on us, and yes, even without that, I am not suicidal.

      Marchocias said that werewolves look after their own first, and she is correct. Back at camp, one of the counselors snarked about our little “starter pack,” and while that insults Mason, Allan, Holly and Elijah, it is not wholly incorrect. In just a day, Kate and I had carved out a small group of allies and potential friends. Now we’ll protect them and ourselves as if we were a pack. As for everyone else? We care. We just don’t care enough to risk the lives of those with us.

      Some campers—kids we’d talked to, eaten with, argued with—might be dead, and we will feel the full weight of that guilt. Yet we still wouldn’t have gone back of our own accord. We’d have gotten to safety, and our parents and the council would have helped those still at camp. And perhaps, as cowardly as it feels, I wouldn’t have been volunteering to go back later and see what happened. I’d spare myself that memory.

      Now I’m going, and part of me is relieved at the excuse to help, and part of me is terrified of seeing what we left behind.

      “You holding up okay?” Mason asks.

      I nod. It’s a little abrupt, and I feel the urge to add something to soften it, but I can’t help feeling Mason-being-thoughtful is like a wolf faking a limp. Once your guard is lowered, it’ll attack.

      We’re walking through the late afternoon forest. I keep glancing at the sun, as if to double-check that it’s actually still daytime. We fled the camp only hours ago. We arrived at camp only yesterday morning. I keep thinking we’ve been out of contact so long that, any moment now, Mom and Dad will come ripping along the road, panicked because they haven’t heard from us in . . . twenty-four hours?

      Yeah. Even Mom won’t panic until tomorrow. She might have hoped for a text last night, but she knew our phones had been confiscated, and she’ll presume we got too busy to check in. She’ll hope my sister has overcome her strident objections and made new friends, maybe met a boy and got busy with conference stuff.

      Well, Mom . . . she did. Friends. Boy. Busy. Just . . . not quite the way you hoped.

      “You don’t need to do this,” Mason says.

      I look at him. Just a look. His gaze shifts to the side.

      “Yeah,” he says. “That was a stupid thing to say. Not much choice when a fucking demon is holding you hostage.”

      He glares at Marchocias, who walks ahead, tramping through the forest like the hiker whose body she inhabits.

      “I heard that, Edward,” she trills back. “I would argue that I am the hostage here. My forest being held hostage as a battlefield in one of your petty supernatural squabbles.”

      She’s not wrong. Of course, I wouldn’t say that.

      “I am going to leave you boys here,” she says. “I can’t enter the camp.”

      “Because it’s warded,” I murmur. My head jerks up. “When was it warded? Before the conference started? Or after?”

      “From the moment the foundation was laid. Strong magic to keep their little children safe. Which does not help one whit when the danger comes from those children themselves.”

      “Strong magic. How strong?”

      She grins back at us, and that illusion flashes again, her teeth sharp as a wolf’s. “The strongest.”

      “Blood magic. Ritual sacrifice.”

      “Yes, and yes.”

      “Does it have anything to do with that cabin in the forest?”

      She leans against a tree, and the air shimmers around her, her wolves settling in like loyal hounds. “Once upon a time, there was a cabin in the woods. The witch who built it made a deal with me. She could have her cabin and practice her arts and gather her herbs, like a healing woman of old, and I would not harm her, in return for”—she flutters a hand—“various accommodations.

      Despite our deal, this witch, being a paranoid sort, built her cabin to ensure I cannot pass her threshold in the night and slaughter her. Or steal from her.” Marchocias’s nose wrinkles. “Most likely the latter. I am something of a magpie. Our witch builds her cabin, and the two of us live in harmony. Then along come those who built your camp. They offer to hire the witch to work her enchantments to keep me out.”

      “Bullshit,” Mason says. “There is no way in hell the council is plunking a bunch of supernatural teenagers in a demon-infested forest.”

      “One demon hardly makes for an infestation.”

      “You know what I mean. We’re teenagers. You can’t tell us to stay in camp and expect us to do that. Personally, I think the interracial council is a bunch of ineffectual handwringing do-gooders who wouldn’t know how to actually do good if the opportunity leapt into their path. They play it safe. They don’t take chances. That makes them as useful as a one-legged man in an ass-kicking contest. But it means they are never, ever going to ward the conference center and let supernaturals bring their precious babies.”

      “I get the feeling you aren’t a fan of the council,” Marchocias murmurs. “However, in this, you are correct. It was the builders who warded it.”

      “Hiring the local witch.”

      “Mmm, no, she refused their offer. Tried to warn them out of building here, too. They ignored her. They weren’t too happy with her for refusing their offer. That might explain why I haven’t seen her in a while.”

      I think of the mummy in the attic. Could I have mis-gendered it?

      I say nothing. What matters is that the warding was done by those who developed the land. The witch, dead or alive, does not seem connected to whatever happened at camp, and the council had no idea there was a demon in the forest.

      Is it possible that there was no outside influence? When you combine the factors—demon plus half-demons plus demonic warding—was it the magic that inadvertently caused the half-demons’ reaction?

      “Now,” Marchocias says. “This is where I’ll take my leave of you. The camp is just beyond that stand of trees.” She smiles. “Enjoy.”
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      When we near the cabin, we can’t just walk up to the front door, especially when, the last time I checked, it was being guarded by hell hounds. Chloe and I decide to scale a nearby oak for a better look. Derek and Elijah stay at the base.

      Once we’re high enough to see the roof of the cabin, I stretch out on a branch, Chloe climbing to the one over me.

      “I don’t see hell hounds,” she says, “unless they look like trees.”

      “They’re invisible.”

      “Now you tell me.” She shades her eyes against the falling sun. “It seems like the boards on one window are broken.”

      “We did that to get inside.”

      Chloe leans over the branch. “Derek?”

      “He’s right over th—” I look down to see no one below us. At the crunch of undergrowth, I see Elijah and Derek heading straight for the cabin.

      Chloe groans and scrambles down. I go after her, and we catch up twenty feet from the cabin where the guys have paused.

      “Uh, what happened to approach with caution?” Chloe says, poking Derek in the ribs.

      “I’m always cautious,” he says.

      “We just wanted to get you girls safely in the tree first,” Elijah says, meeting my rude gesture with a grin.

      “The hell hounds are gone,” Derek says.

      Elijah’s crouched on the ground, touching the dirt. He looks at me. “Logan didn’t bring Mason here yesterday, did he? Before we all came by?”

      I shake my head as I walk over to him.

      “I still suck at telling a scent’s age,” Elijah says. “But they’re both here, and we came in over there.” He points.

      I sniff the ground. Logan and Mason walked past here not long ago. Someone else, too. I inhale deeper. A scent I don’t recognize.

      “There was someone with them,” I say. “A woman.”

      Elijah’s brows raise. “You can tell a person’s sex from their scent?”

      “Debatable. Some werewolves say you can. I think it’s mostly associated scents, and this one says female. The witch is covering her scent, so it isn’t her. Marchocias is female, but she wouldn’t have a scent . . . unless she possessed a female human body.”

      “Definitely possible,” Chloe says.

      I realize what I’m saying. The demon has taken human form, and she’s with my brother.

      I swivel in the direction they went, and every fiber in me screams to run after Logan. But I stop myself and process logically. Whatever has happened here, Logan is with Mason. The guy threw himself to hell hounds to protect my brother, who doesn’t actually need protecting in the first place.

      Logan and Mason weren’t forcibly marched off by a demon. I’d see signs of a fight or a struggle. They went willingly. As much as I want to know why, there’s another problem niggling at me. I drop to my knees and sniff the ground again. Three scents. Logan, Mason and an unknown female.

      So where are Allan and Holly?
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        * * *

      

      “No sign of them,” Elijah says as he jogs into the bedroom where I’m standing. “There’s an attic we didn’t see before, and I went up there with Derek. Just boxes and a weird mummy sitting in a chair. No one’s here.”

      “Shit,” I say.

      What I expected to be a five-minute detour has already cost us twenty as we search the tiny house.

      Chloe appears at the bedroom door, Derek behind her.

      “They must have gone into the tunnels after you,” Derek says.

      “That was my first thought,” I say. “The only problem . . .” I point at the floor where the throw rug has been pushed back.

      “What the hell?” Elijah says. He drops to one knee, running a hand over the wood. “Where’s the hatch?”

      “It must be there,” Chloe says. “It’s just well concealed.”

      Elijah and Chloe are on their knees now, running fingers and fingernails over the floor and bending to peer at it from other angles. Derek only looks at me, and arches a brow and then settles back, thinking and waiting until they both rise.

      “There’s no hatch,” Chloe murmurs, rising. “Could it be in another room?”

      I shake my head. “I’m presuming it’s concealed by magic, but I have no idea what would do this. That said, I’m no expert on spells.”

      “Neither am I,” she says. “But yes, if there’s no hatch where there was one before, that implies magic.”

      “We also couldn’t find our way back through the tunnels,” I say. “We found a room exactly like the one where we’d come in, except no hatch.”

      “And instead of preserved vegetables, there were preserved body parts,” Elijah says.

      “I was almost hungry enough to eat them,” I say. “Even after I knew what they were.”

      “Ah, right.” Chloe digs into her small backpack and comes out with a handful of glorious granola bars. She hands Elijah and I each two.

      “I should have offered earlier,” she says. “I know what werewolf metabolisms are like.” She passes one into Derek’s outstretched hand. “I have a few more if you need them.”

      She surveys the room. “We could rip out the boards to get down into the tunnels, but with the magic, we’d risk getting trapped.”

      “It also won’t do any good,” Elijah says. “I don’t think they went that way.” He gestures around the spot. “I only smell Logan and Mason here. I think Logan followed your trail here, Kate, but the hatch was gone. Then he left with Mason and a woman. My guess is that Holly and Allan went, too—they just weren’t close enough to leave an overlapping trail.”

      “Either way,” Derek says. “They aren’t here, so there’s no reason for us to stick around.”
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      Mason and I stop ten paces from the edge of the clearing. Ahead looms that monstrosity of a building, and in a blink, I’m transported back to yesterday morning, seeing it for the first time, trying not to laugh at the horror on my sister’s face.

      In a city, it would be an interesting architectural choice, and I can imagine people raving about the symbolism of it, which is just what the head counselor—Tricia—had done . . . back when Tricia was just an overly cheerful millennial chirping endlessly. The last time I saw her, she’d been pouring gas on our funeral pyres.

      I shiver and force myself to focus on the building. Yes, in the city, it might be interesting, if not to my taste. In the forest, though, it is a monstrosity, a box of solid steel, erupting from the earth without a window to be seen, the roof a giant skylight that turned the upper floor into a sauna and the lower one into a dark cave. It’d seemed a mockery of the worst aspects of architecture—so intent on form that it completely overlooked function. Now I wonder whether that’s too simplistic an explanation. The builder knew what was out here. Is the design intended to protect the occupants? Or is it something more sinister—those solid walls concealing magic that made us turn against one another?

      The camp is quiet, though I’m not sure how reassuring that is. In fact, I’m quite certain it’s the opposite of reassuring. Why are we not hearing anyone?

      There’s only one way to find out. I take a deep breath and turn to Mason, but he’s staring at a red smear on his arm.

      “Are you okay?” I ask. “You’ve cut—”

      “It isn’t mine.”

      He runs his thumb over a dark spot on the tree beside him. It comes away red. My stomach clenches as I look up into the branches, but there’s nothing there.

      “Someone must have banged into that as they ran by,” I say.

      He nods, still staring at the blood.

      “Are you okay?” I ask as I move toward him.

      “I smelled it.”

      I nod. “It’s faint, though, which means there isn’t a lot more of it nearby. Like I said, just someone running and . . .” I trail off as I realize what he’s saying.

      “Yeah,” he says. “Smelling blood is normal for you. It’s not for me. Or it wasn’t.” He rubs his mouth. Then he realizes he’s rubbed it with the blood-smeared hand and yanks it away, scraping it against his jeans as he shudders. He recovers with a snorted laugh and a gruff, “Least I didn’t want to lick it off. Not yet, anyway.”

      I open my mouth to respond. I’m not sure what I’d say, though. Offer comfort that will set him snarling? Empty comfort, because his transformation stopped before it reached that point, but it is coming. Eventually.

      I’m almost relieved when he cuts me off with a grunted, “Save it, pup. I’m fine. Just caught me off guard.”

      “Let me know if you smell more,” I say. “I’m picking up some on the wind, but I’m hoping the fact the scent isn’t overwhelming means we’re not going to find—”

      “—bodies stacked like cordwood?”

      I relax with an exhaled, “yes.” To someone else, my words might have sounded cruel. You’ve started smelling blood? Huh. Well, maybe you can help me find more. This is what Mason needs, though.

      Perhaps need isn’t the right word. If I’m not being too presumptuous, I suspect what Mason needs is an empathetic ear. Someone he can vent his frustrations to, someone who will listen without judging and without empty reassurances.

      I could be that for him. But right now, what he wants is to move on. He’s just discovered that he can smell blood, and that’s as significant as me being able to pick up a rabbit’s scent. He wants to focus on how this new ability could be useful, rather than how it marks the beginning of a parasitic life. I can give him that.

      Two more steps, and I see the first casualty. A girl sprawled facedown at the edge of the forest, her hands clawing the grass. It’s one of the Plastics. I flinch, thinking that, remembering Kate and Holly talking about the “Mean Girls” down the hall. I’d met this one. She’d ambushed me with a predator’s glint in her eye, and I’d edged past with a murmured apology. Now when I think of her as one of the Plastics, I wince at the disrespect, yet that really is her only identity in my mind.

      “Did you know . . . ?” I start and then trail off because—stupid question. When Mason was forced to attend the conference, he found a loophole: attending did not mean participating. He’d spent the two days avoiding everyone.

      “Jani,” he says, and before I can be shocked, I realize, again, that I’m not thinking straight. Yes, he avoided his fellow campers, but his memory means that if they were introduced, he remembers her.

      “She’s a bitch,” he says, and I flinch again, but he doesn’t notice, just nudges her body with his toe.

      “Don’t,” I say.

      “Don’t what? Disrespect the dead? Did you catch the tense of my insult, Danvers? Is a bitch, not was. She’s alive.”

      I glance over sharply.

      “I can tell,” he says without looking my way. He steps away from Jani’s body. “Even if she had died, that wouldn’t make her less of a bitch. All that bullshit about respecting the dead?” His face darkens. “If you don’t earn it in life, you don’t deserve it in death.”

      He’s not making a random pronouncement here. There’s something in his past that prompts it, but I pretend not to notice because that’s what he’ll want.

      I bend beside Jani and put my fingers to her neck. There’s a pulse. She’s out cold, though, almost as if her battery shorted and she sprawled face-first into the dirt. I see another camper to my left, a guy I remember talking to last night, some shared joke about the dinner menu. And then I’d seen him again, his fist coming straight for my face, eyes blazing with hate. I’d knocked him down, but he’d been fine. He’s still fine, judging by the rise and fall of his chest. He’s as unconscious as Jani, crumpled in a heap like a marionette whose wires have been cut.

      As we pass the building corner, I slow, the hairs on my neck rising. Ahead, two poles protrude from piles of wood. The pyres we were tied to. The smell of gasoline and fire wafts over, and I swallow an instinctive growl.

      This is where it all happened. Mason tied to one pyre, Kate and I sharing the other as our fellow campers mobbed around. I can hear the chants. Kill the monsters. We hadn’t bared a tooth or raised a hand against them. They planned to burn us alive simply because of what we were.

      In my memory, I hear Kate trying to reason with them. She hadn’t been angry or afraid. She’d been confused. Surely, she could appeal to the non-infected supernaturals in the mob. Surely, they would snap to their senses and realize the half-demons were serious and stop them.

      They did not stop them.

      I struggle with that again as I see the pyres and the unconscious bodies. How will the council deal with the ones who weren’t half-demons? How should they?

      A low moan sounds to our left. I take off at a jog. Mason says, “Hey!” and comes after me. When he opens his mouth, I motion him to silence. Then I slow to a silent lope as I approach the side of the building. The moaning has stopped, but it came from around this corner.

      When I start in that direction, he whispers, “You’re like a fucking superhero. I hear crying! I must run toward it! Trap? What is this word?”

      I shake my head. Then I peek around the corner. There are two campers on the ground, and I’ll tell myself both are just unconscious. A guy sits at a picnic bench, cradling his head. As I watch, he leans forward and retches.

      “Huh,” Mason says. “Seems someone missed the bonfire. That’s what you get when you’re sleeping off a bender. Must be a necromancer. I heard they had a party last night. That’s why they were missing from the festivities . . .” He squints. “Fuck.”

      He jerks his thumb toward the retching camper. “It’s that counselor. The one who put us in that office. He is a necromancer, and he did seem to be nursing a hangover. Remember?”

      He’s right. This morning, I’d been taken to Tricia’s office by a necromancer counselor, who then brought in Mason and went looking for Kate. At the time, the counselor hadn’t known why we were being rounded up, and he’d seemed exhausted and defeated. That was the impression I got—one of complete exhaustion, not a hangover. A guy who was stumbling through his day, running on fumes, the chaos around him stalling his brain, pushing him beyond the point of questioning Tricia.

      You want the werewolves and the vampire in your office? Fine. Whatever.

      I also remember Kate talking about the necromancers. She heard the same rumor Mason had about the partying, but she thought they looked worn out. Pesky spirits had been her guess, and I’d agreed. Something was up at the camp, and it meant a very rough and sleepless night for the necromancers. When you can speak to the dead “rough and sleepless night” almost always means ghosts.

      I hadn’t seen him after he led us to that office, long before things went south.

      “Do you know his name?” I ask.

      “Byron. Like the poet.”

      “Thanks.”

      I start forward. I’m waiting for Mason to yank me back. Instead, he cuts in front and bears down on the counselor.

      “Byron,” he says.

      The counselor stays bent over, head on his hands, elbows braced on knees.

      “Byron!” Mason says, sharper. “You deaf? This isn’t the dead talking.”

      Byron looks up. His gaze fixes on Mason in horror. Then he scrambles to his feet, hands rising to ward Mason off.

      “No,” he whispers. “Please, no.”

      Mason sighs. “Dude, do you see fangs? I don’t even have—”

      Byron bolts for the forest. Heading straight for the hell hounds patrolling beyond the warded border.
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      I run and tackle Byron. The counselor hits the ground and then flips over, clawing and batting my hands in a way that has Mason snorting.

      “Not much of a fighter, are you?” Mason says.

      I shoot him a look. Then I pin Byron’s hands, gently but firmly, as I ease off him.

      “I don’t know what they told you,” I say, “but we’re—”

      “—here to rescue your ass, not eat you alive,” Mason says. “Whatever bullshit they fed you about werewolves and vampires, it didn’t justify burning us at the stake. The council better damn well sentence you assholes to fifty hours of Supernaturals 101. Right now, though . . .” He waves. “Get off your ass and answer Logan’s questions.”

      “Stake? Sentence?” Byron’s eyes bug. “Wh-what are you talking about?”

      “Sure,” Mason says. “Let’s go with that. You have no idea what I’m talking about. You didn’t participate in the planned murder of your campers. Fine. Just talk.”

      “I-I don’t know . . .” He looks from me to Mason, eyes still round. “Wh-what’s going on here?”

      Mason sighs and throws up his hands.

      “What do you remember?” I ask. “Start after you put us in Tricia’s office.”

      “I-I don’t know. Everyone started acting weird and saying you guys were a threat. Tricia overheard you talking about killing us all. I didn’t believe her. I argued, and the next thing I know, I’m waking up in my room.”

      He touches his fingers to his head. His dark hair is matted, dried blood smeared on his temple.

      “Someone knocked you out?” I say.

      “I-I don’t know. I guess . . .” He blinks. “It’s all still fuzzy.”

      “I bet it is,” Mason mutters.

      I shoot him a hard look, and he pretends not to see it, but his jaw tightens.

      Byron runs his hands through his hair, wincing when he touches the bloodied spot.

      “Then what?” I prompt.

      “I staggered out here and tripped over someone on the ground. It was one of the campers.” His face screws up in concentration. “Pedro, I think.”

      “A half-demon?” Mason says.

      Byron nods. “Right, he’s a half-demon. Anyway, I tripped over him, and he woke up and started ranting about”—a sideways glance our way—“monsters. That was his word. He said the werewolves and vampires went nuts. You two and your sister and that guy with the dreds who said he was half-demon but . . .”

      He blinks, as if struggling to focus. “Maybe he meant someone else? I don’t know. Anyway, he claimed there was a third werewolf, and the four of you attacked the other campers. Knocked out some and . . .” A hard swallow. “Killed others. They tried to stop you, but you ran off into the woods.”

      “Where’s Pedro now?” I ask.

      “He ran into the woods, too. I went after him, but he just kept screaming about monsters chasing him. I came back to see if I could help the others. They won’t wake up, though, and over there . . .” He nods to the left and shudders. “It’s one of the half-demons. She’s dead, and I don’t even know her name, and when I went to get the phones to call for help, all the SIM cards are gone, and I finally found a hidden cell phone. Only it won’t work, and then I found another dead camper and . . .”

      He doubles over again and retches.

      “Helpful,” Mason mutters. “Real hero you got here, Danvers.”

      I walk over to Mason. He doesn’t expect that and two-steps backward, as if I might slug him. I step up to him and lower my voice.

      “You are not helping,” I say. “And if you’re not helping, go away. Please.”

      He chews that over, his jaw working. He shoots me a glare, but his eyes dart away as if abashed.

      “This asshole was up partying last night,” Mason says. “Sorry if I’m not cutting him enough slack, but I don’t have a lot of sympathy. My guess?” He meets my gaze. “No one hit him. He was so out of it, he fell and hit his head. That’s why he’s pretending he doesn’t remember.”

      I head back to Byron. “Tell me about last night’s necromancer party.”

      His face screws into a frown. “Party?” He gives a harsh laugh. “If there was a party, the necro campers didn’t invite me. I wish they had. I slept like hell. A hangover would feel better than this.”

      “Explain.”

      Byron throws up his hands. “I’m not sure I can. I’ve barely slept since I got here. I keep catching glimpses of ghosts during the day, and usually, I’d ignore them. Kinda like seeing a homeless guy on the street. If he doesn’t put out his hand, you’re not going to give him money.”

      Mason snorts at that and mutters, “Yeah, let’s go with that. Those pesky homeless people, always wanting a couple bucks so they can eat. How inconvenient.”

      Byron’s cheeks heat, but he snaps back. “Eat? Drink, you mean. Or shoot it up their arm.”

      Mason rocks forward, and I tense, ready to intercede, because he looks set to lunge into Byron’s face. Instead, he stalks off, stopping a few yards away with his back to us. I watch him go.

      “What’s his problem?” Byron mutters, but his cheeks stay red. He’s realized he said something offensive, and instead of backing off, he’d doubled down.

      “Ghosts,” I prompt. “You saw ghosts here.”

      Byron nods. “Snatches of them. Like I said, if they don’t approach, we don’t reach out. We hope they’re just passing through. Necromancers know not to call attention to themselves.”

      “I know,” I say. “We have a necromancer in the family.”

      His brow furrows, as if he doesn’t know who I mean.

      “The ghosts . . .” I prompt again.

      “Right. So, for the first day, I ignored them, but then, last night . . .”

      “They pestered you.”

      “I’m not even sure. I just keep waking up. Like a human in a haunted house.” A strained chuckle. “I sense them, and I can’t sleep, so I finally tried reaching out, but they’re ignoring me.”

      His gaze flits to the side, and he gives a start. He stares, blinking.

      “You see something?” I say.

      Mason strides back. “This is bullshit. He’s talking about ghosts, and then conveniently spots one?”

      “No, I do,” Byron says, his voice low. “But I think . . . It might be one of the dead campers.” He keeps whispering, his whole body rigid, as if he’s trying not to catch the attention of a grizzly.

      “Describe her,” Mason snaps.

      “Long straight blond hair. Maybe five-five. Thin.” His brow furrows. “She’s dressed . . . Well, in a dress. A miniskirt and knee-high boots? Weird.” He gives his head a sharp shake. Then he tenses. “She’s spotted me.”

      Byron looks away so fast it’s almost comical, like trying to avoid a girl at a middle-school dance.

      Mason and I exchange a look. Before I can say anything, Byron winces and whispers. “She’s seen me. She’s coming over—” He exhales. “No, she’s running past. Good.” He looks at us, voice still lowered. “They can’t always tell I’m a necromancer. I haven’t fully developed my glow.”

      When Mason’s brows knit, I say, “That’s how ghosts know necromancers from humans. The glow strengthens with their powers.”

      “Which is why I’m in no rush to develop mine,” Byron says. “Okay, she’s gone. I have no idea what’s going on here. I just . . .” He inhales. “At the risk of sounding like a five-year-old, I really want to go home.”

      “We’ll get there,” I say. “For now, you can just sit down and stay—”

      His head jerks up. “Hey!” he shouts. “You! Pedro? That’s your name, right? Pedro?”

      Byron’s looking at something in the forest. Before I can speak, he takes off at a run, shouting, “Pedro! It’s okay.” He wheels to us, still walking backward. “He must have seen you guys. I’ll explain it.”

      “Don’t—!” I say as I lunge in his direction, but he’s running again even as I shout for him to come back.

      “You were about to tell him not to go into the forest, weren’t you?” Mason says as he runs along behind me. “Whatever you do, dude, don’t go in the forest with the goddamn hell hounds.”

      I grumble under my breath.

      “Don’t suppose I can give you the same advice,” Mason says, but there’s a lightness in his voice, and when I glance over, he shakes his head. “Nope, but it was worth a shot. Let’s go save these fools from themselves.”

      “You don’t have to—”

      His look stops the words in my throat, and I give an abrupt nod, murmuring a thank-you as we keep running.

      Ahead, Byron is disappearing into deep forest, shadows swallowing him. I kick it up a notch. As I race around a patch of brush, I catch sight of another figure, a guy I semi-recognize as one of my fellow campers. One I’d seen in the crowd around the pyres.

      “Wait,” Mason says behind me. “Fuck. That’s not—” He grabs my arm so hard I skid backward like a cartoon character, my feet pumping the air. When I try to wrench free, he only tightens his grip. “That’s not Pedro, and it’s not a half-demon.”

      So Byron got his name wrong. He probably mistook one Latinx for another. After that homeless comment, he seems like the type.

      As for this guy not being a half-demon, that makes me a whole lot less inclined to help, considering I’d seen him in the mob but—

      Not-Pedro steps out into the light. In his hands, he’s gripping a hunting rifle—the same one used to force us onto the funeral pyres.
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      Not-Pedro lifts the barrel in our direction. Points it straight at Byron, who’s between us, still running toward the “innocent” camper.

      “Byron!” I shout. “Watch—!”

      Byron veers to the side. Not-Pedro bears down on us.

      “Run,” Mason growls under his breath. “I’ve got this.”

      There’s no way I’m leaving him to get shot even if he can heal. Before I can say that, he throws me behind him. I swing to face Not-Pedro, but Mason’s blocking me, facing off against the guy with the gun.

      “Whoa,” Mason says. “Did nobody teach you proper hunting safety? You can’t be running around out here pointing guns at people. Someone could get hurt.”

      “Stop,” a voice says.

      At first, I think it’s Not-Pedro. There’s no one else here. Well, except Byron, who’s cowering against a tree, too frightened to speak. Or he was the last time I glanced his way. Now he’s stepped forward, and he’s holding a handgun . . . pointed at me.

      “Please don’t move,” Byron says, his voice calm, deferential even. “It’s not loaded with silver bullets, but I’m told that isn’t necessary.”

      Mason meets Byron’s gaze. He doesn’t scowl. He just considers. Then he grunts. “Fine. What game are we playing?”

      “You’ll find out the rules soon enough.” Byron waves the gun. “Now, back up and join your boyfriend.”

      Mason’s mouth opens, but then it shuts in a firm line, and he walks over to stand with us.

      Byron whistles. A girl appears to our left, also armed with a gun. Thudding footsteps bring another guy running, this one holding a knife. Both are around our age, and I recognize the girl as one who’d eyed me as if I were a chocolate sundae. She’s not giving me that look now.

      “Fuck,” Mason mutters. “Necros.”

      I glance at him. His gaze cuts across our four captors. When I peer closer, I see that all four are glassy-eyed with exhaustion, though none as bad as Byron.

      Are the necromancers infected in a different way? They must be.

      Then my gaze lowers to Byron’s handgun, a mental nudge that takes a moment to resolve. I’d seen the rifle before, and that makes sense to have one in camp in case of a wild animal attack. But handguns? Those would not have been part of the conference supplies.

      “Anyone else out there?” Byron asks the newcomers.

      “Just ghosts,” the girl says. “The dead trying to figure out how to cross over. One of them was going around to the unconscious campers, trying to wake them up.” She snorts and shakes her head.

      “The blonde?” Byron says. “I didn’t recognize her.”

      “Long blond hair? Miniskirt? Yeah, that’s her. There were a whole group of those cheerleader types at the conference. She’s racing around like a chicken with her head cut off. Blondes.”

      “So these two are alone.”

      “You really think so?” Mason says. “Yeah, we left the others in the forest and came back to see whether you were serious about burning us at the stake. Just double-checking.”

      I ease back on my heels. “Tricia wouldn’t let us call our mother last night. The Pack is on the way now, including my father. You do know who Clayton Danvers is, right?”

      “Don’t know and don’t care,” Byron says.

      “Uh, Byron,” the guy with a knife says. “I’ve heard about his dad and—”

      “Don’t. Care,” Byron says, enunciating the words. “Daddy is a werewolf, right? That will make the tribute all the sweeter.”

      “Tribute?” Mason says. “Fuck. Don’t tell me this is a Hunger Games thing.” He looks at me. “It was nice knowing you, Danvers, but you are going down.”

      Pique flashes over Byron’s face. For a couple of guys held at gunpoint, we aren’t nearly as concerned as we should be.

      “Explain,” I say to Byron.

      “May I?” Byron’s brows shoot up. “Is this the part where I expound at length on my evil plan, giving you time to figure out an escape?”

      “Yes, please,” Mason says. “If you’d be so kind.”

      “You’re demon fodder,” the girl says. “There, you have the plan.”

      “Demon . . . ?” I say.

      “Fodder. Like cannon fodder only with a demon.”

      “We’re going to be shot out of a demon?” Mason says.

      The girl walks toward us, her dark hair swinging. “You have no idea what’s in this forest, do you?”

      “Marchocias,” I say. “Marquise of demons, along with her pack of hell hounds.”

      The girl stops short.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Did I steal your line?”

      “Wait a second,” Mason says. “Please do not tell me that you plan to sacrifice us to this Marchocias chick. Demonic sacrifice is so 1980. And if you tell us you’re running a Satanic cult . . .” He throws up his hands.

      “Marchocias,” I say. “Not Satan. Keep up.”

      “Marchocic cult? That’s a mouthful. Marchocian cult? Marcho—”

      “Stop.” Byron makes a noise that sounds remarkably like grinding his teeth. “You are a tribute for Marquis Marchocias.”

      “Marquise,” I say. “She prefers the feminine, and it’s important to use the properly gendered form of address. Also, I’m not sure I’d call her Marquise Marchocias because, technically, Marchocias means Marquis in Latin.”

      A gun fires. We all look toward Not-Pedro, who lowers his rifle and waves at Byron. “Are you going to let these losers keep yapping? They really will figure out an escape plan.”

      “I’m not concerned about that,” Byron says cooly. “In fact, I’d suggest they do keep talking. It will save us the bother of conducting another summoning ritual. Marchocias must have heard them yapping by now.” He smiles at me. “Please, continue.”

      “Enough of this crap,” Not-Pedro says. “Just call the demon and hand them over so we can get our boon. We must be out of the warded area, finally.”

      Another summoning?

      I sputter a laugh. “You didn’t expect the warding. That’s why you’re all so tired. Not a party—all-night summoning rituals. You were trying to call Marchocias into a warded area, which is like shouting down a disconnected phone line. It took you two days to figure out why she wasn’t answering.”

      “We figured it out,” Byron snaps. “We were trying to decide what to do about it when all hell broke loose because your dumb blond sister let everyone know you’re werewolves, and suddenly, they’re forming lynch mobs when we’re trying to summon a damn demon.”

      “Wait . . .” Mason says. “So you guys were running on your own agenda, trying to summon a demon to . . . do what? Massacre the entire camp?”

      They say nothing. His gaze moves from one to the other.

      “I was joking,” Mason says. “But you’re not. You really were offering her an entire camp of your fellow supernaturals. And they call us monsters?”

      “The greater the sacrifice, the greater the boon,” the girl says. “They weren’t innocent, either. Look what they tried to do to you.”

      “Because they were infected,” I say. “Between Marchocias prowling in the forest and you guys trying to summon her, something ignited the half-demons’ chaos hunger. They lost control. That’s why they came after us.”

      Byron’s jaw sets. “If that’s what you want to tell yourselves, go ahead. You don’t need to be a werewolf to understand survival of the fittest. Everyone has a dark side. Some use it to set monsters on fire.” He waves around his group. “Others use it to win a lord demon’s boon.”

      “Marquise not lord,” Mason mutters. “All right, so you think you’re going to sacrifice us to this demon. We’ve pointed out how ridiculous that is, but it doesn’t seem like you’re in the mood to listen. So get on with it.”

      They stare at him.

      “What?” Mason says. “You were in a hurry. We’re done talking. We don’t have an escape plan, and neither do you, so just get on with it.”

      “Neither do we?” Byron repeats slowly.

      “You idiots apparently think you can just call a high-ranking demon, offer us up, and she’ll say thank you very much, give you a reward, and not slaughter you all. That’s my escape plan.”

      They keep staring.

      “A werewolf and a vampire against four necros. Guess who the demon is going after first? Same as any predator.” He flashes his teeth. “Take the easy prey.”

      “Nice try,” Byron says. “But we’re protected.”

      “By what?” I say, looking around. “I don’t see a demon circle. Those don’t actually work very well, either, unless you’re a spellcaster. This is a high-ranking demon. She goes where she wants. She takes what she wants, and what she’s going to want—”

      “—is you,” purrs a voice from the forest. Marchocias strolls out and looks at Byron. “What have you brought me, little necromancers? The Alpha’s son?” She runs the tip of her tongue over her teeth. “Delicious.”

      “Cut the crap, Marchocias,” Mason growls.

      “Crap?” Her lips purse. “I do not believe I know this word. Edward, is it?”

      Mason scowls, but under it flickers the first twinge of panic.

      “We had a deal,” I murmur, barely daring to voice the words.

      She meets my gaze, throws back her head and laughs.
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      Logan’s trail is still on track toward the conference center. I keep thinking maybe it’ll veer away—hoping it will—but it doesn’t. He went back, and I should be with him. I’m moving fast, Elijah silently at my side. Chloe and Derek follow, and I catch snippets of whispered conversation, but I don’t pay attention. My goal lies ahead.

      We’re close enough to see the building through the trees when Chloe says, “Kate?”

      I glance back.

      “We don’t know what we’re walking into,” she says. “Derek’s going to Change. I don’t know if you want to, too . . .”

      I don’t want to. It’ll take time, and my brother is right over there. Derek’s right, though. We’re afraid of what we’ll find. Not only a potential demon, but the campers could have woken back into their infected state. We could handle any threat better in wolf form.

      I agree, and Chloe turns to Elijah.

      “I’d love to,” he says, “but right now, I’m a shape-shifter in name only.”

      She nods and goes off with Derek. Elijah sneaks me a look.

      “No, you’re not watching me Change,” I say as I walk to a thicket. “Pervert.”

      He sputters a laugh. “Okay, yes, I am curious. Apparently, Dad let me watch, but I don’t remember it, which at least means it wasn’t too traumatizing. But I suppose, since you need to be naked to do it, that’d be kinda inappropriate.”

      “I’m not worried about the naked part. We’re werewolves. We get over that hang-up fast. It’s just not my most flattering look. You’d never see me the same way again.”

      “Not possible,” he says, and his eyes warm in a way that sends a shiver through me. Then he pulls back, hands shoved into his pockets. “And I’m stalling you. May I stand guard? If my back is to you?”

      “Please. And no peeking, whatever bone cracking and agonized howls may erupt from this thicket.”

      He smiles. “Got it,” he says, and turns around.
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        * * *

      

      I worry that being stressed about Logan will impact my Change. It does, but in the right direction, pushing it along faster, and I’m out of the thicket in five minutes, six tops. Elijah’s there, surveying the landscape. When I nudge his butt, he jumps and wheels. Then he stops. Goes completely still as he stares down at me.

      “Wow,” he says. “That’s . . . wow.”

      He drops to one knee and then hesitates. “This is fine, right? You’re still you? That’s what Dad says, but I guess I should have asked before you couldn’t actually reply, huh?”

      I give him a look, and that must be enough because he chuckles. “Okay, dumb question. You’re still you.”

      He puts out a tentative hand. “May I?”

      I answer by rubbing against him. I’d never do that in human form, but there’s a freedom here, the change of form ensuring he can read nothing into it. The same must go for him as he runs his hands through my fur and touches my face and strokes my throat in a way that would be incredibly intimate if I were human. It still feels intimate, and I press against him, lapping it up until a throat clearing has us both jumping.

      “Sorry,” Elijah says as he twists . . . and finds himself face-to-face with a massive black wolf. He scrambles to his feet.

      “Whoa,” he says. “Kate makes a gorgeous wolf. You are just scary, my friend. One-hundred-percent throat-ripping potential.”

      “Oh, I’m sure Kate can rip out a throat just as well,” Chloe says. “Now, the best plan of attack—”

      A shot fires. An unmistakable gunshot.

      Chloe cries out in alarm, but I’m already gone, the earth flying under my paws.

      When I reach the edge of the clearing, a massive black wolf overtakes me, spinning into my path and snarling at me. I skid to a halt and snarl back. Elijah spoke the truth. In human form, Derek is an intimidating guy. As a wolf, he is terrifying, like the black dogs of myth, massive hounds that warn of death and deliver it with jaws wide enough to devour a man’s head.

      Derek snarls again, shaking his shaggy head, and even as I return it, mine comes more subdued now. That’s not submission; it’s admission. He is correct to slow me down before I lunge into a clearing where someone has a gun.

      I must approach with caution no matter how hard my heart is thumping.

      When I snap at Derek one last time, he only gives me an appraising look. Elijah catches up, and we creep toward camp, spread out in a line as we take shelter behind trees and bushes.

      Elijah stays to my left. When we halt, he crouches behind the same bush as me. His hand rubs my back, and I’m glad for that because we’re close enough now for me to see those stakes, smell gasoline and fire. And we’re close enough to see bodies on the ground.

      “Not them,” Elijah whispers.

      Not Logan and Mason, he means. That’s what I was looking for. When he confirms, I exhale in relief, only to feel my chest tighten.

      Relief that it’s not them, yes. But they’re still people. Still our fellow campers.

      “Remember that they’re fine,” Chloe whispers from a few feet away. “Just unconscious.”

      Elijah keeps rubbing my back, his fingers straying to the thick ruff at my neck, burying themselves there as he murmurs words of comfort. I let myself lean against him for a second. Then I straighten and turn my head to catch Chloe’s eye. She nods. Time to move.
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      We make our way around the conference yard, staying in the forest. Derek takes the lead with Chloe close behind.

      A laugh rings out, high and unnatural, something in it scraping down my spine.

      Demon.

      I run. This time Derek doesn’t stop me. I’m moving at a silent lope through the forest as I circle the camp. Ahead, figures move deep in the trees. I veer that way, running full out and—

      A branch springs from the ground.

      I’d seen the fallen limb across my path, and there was no point in changing course—I wasn’t going to trip over it. But then, it flies up, and I hit it, the branch cracking against my forelegs as I pitch forward, and Chloe yelps, “Liz!”

      I recover, and Elijah’s there, his fists raised as he looks around for whoever lifted that branch. But there’s no one else here. The branch sails into the air again, swinging toward Elijah. I lunge, and my jaws chomp on the wood as I wrest it from . . .

      From no one. I feel resistance when I yank, but there’s nobody there.

      “Liz!” Chloe hisses. “Stop!”

      Chloe skids to a halt and addresses thin air. A ghost.

      Not just a ghost, but a poltergeist. Liz. Of course. I know from Sean’s stories that Chloe’s spirit guide is a telekinetic half-demon who died in the Edison Group experiments. As ghosts, telekinetic half-demons can wield objects with their hands instead of their minds. They’re poltergeists.

      I remember the invisible intruder in the kitchen, the one who’d made noise and so I’d thought it couldn’t be a ghost.

      “It was Liz in the kitchen yesterday, wasn’t it?” I say.

      Chloe blinks and then lets out a small laugh. “And that was you, wasn’t it? You and Elijah. She was scouting for me and said she’d tried to spook a couple of kitchen raiders.”

      Liz must say something, because Chloe turns to her and sobers as she listens.

      “The shot came from the necromancers,” Chloe says. “Liz overheard them. Three necromancer campers and a counselor. All armed.”

      “Necromancers?” Elijah says.

      “Hey, we can raise the dead,” Chloe shoots back. “We’re perfectly capable of evil schemes. And this one is . . .” She sobers. “Liz says they were trying to summon the forest’s resident demon. Marchocias.”

      “I think they did,” Elijah says. “That laugh sure sounded demonic to me.”

      Chloe curses under her breath. “Right, so we need to—”

      “Marchocias!” a male voice rings out. “Honored lord of demons, your humble servants request a boon in return for that which we lay before you.”

      There’s a beat pause. Elijah and I glance at one another, his eyes as wide as I’m sure mine are, the same realization passing behind them.

      “Marchocias! Accept our sacrifices to you.”

      I run, Elijah beside me.
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      I knew better than this. I knew so much better than this.

      I’d snapped at Mason for reminding me that bargains with demons never go well. I’d defended myself by saying I had no choice, and I was not walking into this blindly. I knew what I was doing.

      How many dead supernaturals have said the same?

      Yes, yes, I know only a fool makes a bargain with a demon, but I’ll be different.

      No, you won’t because only a fool makes a bargain with a demon.

      Those who survive the encounter are no more skilled than the person who wins the lottery and credits their “system” for choosing the right number. They were simply lucky.

      We know people win the lottery. So we keep buying the tickets. We know people successfully deal with demons. So we keep making the bargains.

      “We had a deal.” I speak the words through my teeth, channeling my mother and praying I do not sound like a child whining that he’s been cheated in a schoolyard bet.

      “Did we?” Marchocias purses her lips. “I don’t recall signing any papers.”

      “You gave your word,” I say. “You made the oaths.”

      “Oh, you’re right!” Her eyes widen. “Yes, of course. I made the oaths, and if I go back on my word, my lord demon will punish . . .” She cocks her head. “Who is my lord demon again? I’m not even certain I recall. Last time we met was eons ago when we ourselves made a deal. I gave him something he sorely wanted, and in return, I would be free of any responsibility to him for all eternity. Oh, wait! There’s another reason demons keep our word. So that others will not hesitate to bargain with us. Well, so be it. You may tell everyone you meet in the afterlife how I did you wrong.”

      The necromancers titter, the sound edged with nerves. They’re laughing at me for thinking my bargain would hold, but they’ve realized they’re stepping into the same pit.

      Can I use that?

      All Mason and I need to do is get back within the warding of the conference site. Run and abandon them to their fate. Sacrifice the lives of these four necromancers for ours.

      There have been times when I’ve worried I’m too soft to be Alpha. Mom always said that if she and Jeremy have a weakness as leaders, it is their tendency to sift through every potential issue for each choice they make. They cannot help but worry about where they could go wrong, and they will never forget what—or who—they sacrifice through their choices.

      They say that’s their greatest weakness. Dad says it’s their greatest strength. The Pack doesn’t want old-school Alphas, who acted swiftly and brutally. They want those who will choose with care and regret the implications of those choices. But an Alpha must still choose. I feared indecision would be my downfall. I’d see everything that could go wrong and be unable to make hard choices.

      A hard choice was leaving innocent campers behind as we fled. This is different. There are no innocents in these four necromancers. They intended to unleash a demon on an entire camp of teenage supernaturals, and they can go straight to hell, borne there in the jaws of Marchocias and her hell beasts.

      “I’d like to make a deal,” I say.

      Marchocias’s laugh rings out again. I wait until she’s finished. Then I open my mouth, but she cuts me off with, “No, Romulus. You’ve cast your bargain and sealed your fate.” She turns to Byron. “Do the honors, please.”

      “Marchocias!” Byron booms as he steps forward. “Honored lord of demons, your humble servants request a boon in return for that which we lay before you. Accept our sacrifices to you.”

      I turn and run. Mason immediately realizes what I’m doing. He’s farther from Marchocias than I am, which should give him a head start. Yet the idiot vampire still has to lunge between me and the demon, and when I slow, he grabs my shoulder and propels me forward with, “Right behind you, pup.”

      It’s the behind part I don’t like, but there’s no time to argue.

      We run, and Byron shouts, and that’s when I remember the guns as a shot fires over my shoulder.

      “Yes,” Marchocias sighs. “Please do murder my sacrifices before I can take them. That’s what every wolf wants—to scavenge prey. Put those down, you fools.”

      There’s a pause. Then she barks, “Down, I said! Guns on the ground so you will not be tempted to kill my prey. Now come closer, children. Let us decide how best to capture our fleeing prey.”

      That . . . makes no sense. Marchocias must realize that once we cross onto the warded conference center grounds, she can’t touch us.

      She should be ordering the necromancers to shoot and bring us down. Or sending her hell hounds in pursuit. Or pursuing us herself.

      I glance back to see the quartet closing in around her, uncertainly, as if they realize her request makes no sense but don’t dare refuse.

      “You won’t get far, miscreants!” she shouts after us, and when I turn to look, she shakes her fist at us . . . only to turn it into a finger wave.

      She’s letting us go.

      Letting us run to safety.

      Because she never had any intention of killing us in the first place.

      She was amusing herself, a wolf toying with mice.

      Except we weren’t the mice she was toying with.

      “Shit.” I turn, right in front of Mason, so abruptly that he bashes into me. He smacks my shoulder.

      “Go,” he says.

      I meet his eyes, and his mouth tightens, but his gaze shunts away in a look I’m learning means that he wants to be the asshole here, the guy who says every man for himself, but he can’t bring himself to do it.

      “Go,” he says. “I’ll handle this.”

      “I’m the one who has a bargain with Marchocias. I’m the one she’ll listen—”

      A snarl of rage as a golden wolf flies from the forest and launches itself at Marchocias.

      “Call me crazy,” Mason says, “but I think we found your sister.”

      “Everyone stop,” a voice booms. Then a shot fires, and all four necromancers turn to stare at a tiny young woman with strawberry blond hair . . . holding a handgun on the quartet. If that wasn’t enough to stop everyone, the giant black wolf at her side would be.

      “Shit,” Mason mutters. “We’ve got two more.”

      “Nope,” says Elijah as he races past. “It’s Chloe and Derek. Edison Group. They’re on our side. You might want to help your sister, Logan. I’m not sure whether it’s possible to kill a demon, but she’s sure as hell trying.”

      True enough. The problem with occupying a mortal form is that your form is, well, mortal, with all the inherent weaknesses. I’m not even sure Marchocias is fighting, though. As Elijah and I race toward Marchocias, the demon seems to be letting Kate pin her facedown, Kate’s jaws around the back of her neck.

      “Kate?” I call as I jog over.

      The necromancers ignore us. They’re too busy panicking as Derek prowls toward them, Chloe and her gun following. Elijah is circling Kate and Marchocias like a fighter waiting to be called in for an assist.

      “Kate!” I call again.

      She finally hears me and looks over.

      “Hey, sis,” I say with a smile and a wave. “Good to see you.”
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      I’ve got the demon in the dirt. She is indeed in human form—female human form—and while the body she’s inhabiting looks strong enough to put up a fight, she isn’t even trying. I’m not arrogant enough to think that means she’s actually giving up. She’s a demon, and even in wolf form, I can’t do more than harm her human host. There’s a trick here, and as I pin her to the ground, my brain cycles through possibilities.

      Is she waiting for her hell hounds to tear us all to kibble-sized bits? They’re nearby. When I’d charged through the forest, I saw undergrowth flatten beside me, heard the thump of paws. Even now, every few seconds, I catch a low growl. Yet the hounds do not attack, and the demon stays pinned.

      I heard the idiot necromancers offering a sacrifice, and I know they weren’t talking about themselves. So where’s my brother? Where’s Mason? Marchocias did something to them—like stashing them in a dimensional portal—and now she’s biding her time, waiting for . . .

      I have no idea what she’s waiting for, and I feel like a fool pinning her here while her amusement ripples through the air. Then she points. Just casually throws out an arm and points, and I twist, following her arm to see . . .

      Logan.

      My brother, jogging through the forest, Mason with him.

      He lifts a hand in a wave. “Hey, sis. Good to see you.”

      At my growl, the demon actually does chuckle.

      “You . . . should probably get off of her,” Logan says.

      “Oh no, don’t rush,” the demon purrs. “I’m quite comfortable here. My human host might not be so happy, waking to discover she’s been used as a wolf chew toy.”

      I snarl.

      “No need to huff and puff, little Remus. Let me rise and make your acquaintance properly as your dear granny in wolf’s clothing.”

      Great. A demon who mixes her fairy tale metaphors. I back off her and walk to Logan, who drops to one knee and envelops me in a hug as he murmurs, “It really is good to see you.”

      Chloe steps forward, holding my clothing. “I’m guessing you want this? Derek’s already Changing over there.”

      I rumble a noise of assent, and Logan takes the clothing and leads me to a sheltered spot. We pass the four necromancers, who just stare after us, as if they haven’t quite figured out what’s happened with Marchosias.

      When I emerge, dressed and in human form, Logan is talking to Chloe and Derek. He sees me then, and I get another hug.

      “This is a truly lovely reunion,” Marchocias calls. “I’m so thrilled that you’re all back together, having overcome the obstacles that conspired to keep you apart. But perhaps we ought to deal with . . .” She waves at the quartet of necromancers. “They did attempt to sacrifice you to me.”

      Mason steps forward. “I’d rather discuss the fact that you were going to accept their sacrifice.”

      “Please.” She rolls her eyes. “I can scarcely believe you fell for that performance.” She lowers her voice and intones. “You’ve cast your bargain and sealed your fate. Mwuh-ha-ha.”

      She skewers Logan with a hard look. “I’m insulted, really. If nothing else, the very ridiculousness of the whole thing should have told you I was simply having some fun with these fools. Sacrificing teenagers to me in return for a boon? I was waiting for them to insist you were all virgins, too. I’ve never understood that. As sacrifices go, why is a virgin more valuable?” She turns to address the air. “Do they taste different?”

      A low growl from one of her hounds.

      Marchocias nods. “She says no, they do not. Humans are utterly ridiculous. Now, Romulus, I believe we still have a bargain. I upheld my end. You and yours were not injured. You have uncovered the root of the problem here in those four fools. Contact your people, tell them what happened, and I will allow them to clean up the mess and then depart. The only thing I ask is that you let me feed these four to my hounds, who have been made very hungry by all these people racing about their forest.”

      Logan opens his mouth, and the worry in his eyes tells me he’s taking her seriously. I know better. I see the look in her eyes, too, an unmistakable glint of amusement as the four necromancers quail, one guy bursting into tears, another dropping to his knees.

      “Sweet, sweet chaos,” I murmur, and Marchocias tosses me the smallest smile.

      “You know we can’t let you take them,” I say. “As much as they might deserve it. How about this? Give them ninety seconds to get inside the building. Once there, they’re safe, but if they leave again before the council arrests them . . .” I smile at the quartet. “They’re all yours.”

      The necromancers are off and running before Marchocias even has time to agree.
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      Summoning help won’t be as easy as it seems. While Derek and Chloe’s cell phones work, there’s no signal. Byron says there’s a blocker. Not his doing—the leadership conference installed one to thwart teens who snuck in devices. Because, really, the best way to train future leaders is to treat them like children.

      Byron has no idea where the blocker is located, and we don’t spend much time looking for that or the SIM cards. We’ll make sure everyone is okay and then get far enough away to find cell service.

      Kate, Elijah and Chloe check on the unconscious campers while Derek, Mason and I interrogate the necromancers. I do all the talking. I’m the son of Clayton Danvers, after all. I’m so damned scary, the necromancers start confessing the moment I walk in the room.

      Not exactly.

      It’s true that my parents are famous—or infamous—for their interrogation skills. Mom does the talking. Dad does the part that makes them talk. Of course, Dad hasn’t taught us any of that. Mom’s passed on her techniques, and I use them, but what convinces these necromancers to talk is the big vampire and even bigger werewolf looming behind me.

      While all four necromancers have their stories—variations on “it’s not my fault”—the one that counts is Byron’s. He’s the leader. It’s his story we want, and his we get.

      When Byron was hired as a counselor, he came on site with the other employees and encountered a ghost who warned him that Marchocias haunted the woods. He did some research, learned about the urban legends and decided the ghost was telling the truth. At this point, anyone with a functioning moral compass would warn the organizers. Instead, Byron saw a golden-ticket opportunity.

      Byron was already part of a quartet of young necromancers who’d decided their race has lost its edge. They want to be video-game necromancers, terrible and dark, using their powers to murder their enemies and then raise their corpses to serve them. With Byron’s new job, the group saw their chance. The other three applied as campers, and Byron made sure they were accepted. Once here, they set about trying to summon Marchocias, which they couldn’t do because of the warding.

      I could laugh at their bumbling scheme, but they did intend to kill a camp full of supernatural teens, and three did die. I want these necromancers locked away in a Cabal prison until they’re too old to hurt anyone. My fear is that a good lawyer could argue that they aren’t directly responsible for the deaths. It’ll be hard to prove that the necromancers’ scheme caused the half-demons to lose their minds. Their relentless demon summoning could have sparked the half-demons’ latent chaos hunger, but a good attorney could argue that it was Marchocias herself, even inadvertently. Having a powerful demon and hell hounds so close could have ignited that latent hunger. If I were the prosecutor, I’d argue it was a combination of the two. Their demon summoning damaged the wards just enough that the half-demons were affected, and even if that wasn’t the necromancers’ intention, they’ve confessed to planning mass murder.

      We haven’t quite finished when Kate and Chloe come in, followed by Elijah.

      “Everyone’s still unconscious,” Kate says. “That means we have three tasks. One, someone needs to watch over the campers. Two, someone needs to walk until they can call Paige for help. Three, someone needs to find Holly and Allan.”

      “They’re at the cabin,” I say, “but yes, I agree someone needs to get back to them.”

      “The cabin’s empty,” Derek says.

      “What?” I spin on him.

      “We were there less than an hour ago looking for you,” Kate says. “We figured Holly and Allan were with you guys, and in everything that happened . . .” She shakes her head. “We just realized we haven’t seen them.”

      Elijah nods. “Kate literally stopped midsentence and said, ‘Holy shit, has anyone seen Allan or Holly?’ She’s a little freaked out and doing an excellent job of hiding it, as always.”

      “I’d like to get back there,” she says. “See if I can pick up their trail outside the cabin, and if not, then it’s back down the hatch, this time with a very long rope.”

      “Logan?” Elijah says. “You can go with her. Mason and I will stay here while Derek and Chloe track down a cell signal.”

      “Me?” Mason says. “Did you and Katie have another lover’s spat?”

      “No,” Elijah says, his words clipped. “I would happily accompany Kate on this mission. However, she’ll want to be with her brother since they’ve already been separated once. Suggesting she go with him is called being considerate.”

      “Derek and I should stay here,” Chloe says. “If these kids wake up, we don’t know what state they’ll be in, and I’m not going to risk them attacking you again. I’ll give you my phone. You call Paige. She knows you. We’ve never met.”

      She holds out her cell. Kate hesitates, and then takes it and passes it to me.

      “Chloe’s right,” she says. “It should be one of us. You take Mason and do that. Elijah?”

      “Right beside you.”

      I glance at him. Before I can open my mouth, he says, “If anyone goes down that hatch again, it’ll be me at the end of that rope. Kate will stay up.” He looks at her. “Okay?”

      She nods, but I doubt she’s listening. Her attention is already on finding Holly and Allan.

      “Walk with us to the cabin,” Elijah says to me. “Then you two can keep going until you find a cell signal.”

      I agree, and the four of us head out.
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        * * *

      

      I need to speak to Kate about Holly. I’m not sure how much of that Mason and Elijah should overhear, but I must respect Holly’s privacy where it doesn’t interfere with their safety.

      “I need to speak to my sister about something,” I say. “In private.”

      “Sure,” Elijah says. “Then let me take advantage of the opportunity to test my tracking skills. I’ll get up far enough ahead that I can’t accidentally eavesdrop.”

      He strides forward, waving to Mason. “Come on. You can mock me every time I crouch to sniff the ground. It’ll be fun.”

      “I’m fine,” Mason says.

      “Did you hear Logan? He asked—”

      “I’ll fall back.”

      “Really?” Annoyance darkens Elijah’s eyes.

      “I’m good.”

      “No, you’re an antisocial asshole who doesn’t care if he’s being insulting.”

      “Should have left him with Derek,” Kate says, offering Elijah a smile.

      “Nah, Derek’s an introvert who doesn’t mean to be insulting . . . or an asshole. He talked to me just fine after I called him on it. This guy . . .” Another shake of his head, and he strides into the lead. “Whatever.”

      I glance at Mason, but he’s only set his jaw. Elijah has a point. Derek seems more . . . I’d say shy, but that implies timidity, and there’s none of that. Introverted, like Elijah said. I struggle against that myself, so I can definitely relate.

      With Mason, it’s a protective wall to keep himself from getting attached to anyone, knowing he’s destined to live a semi-immortal life where he will lose everyone he cares about. So maybe it’s better not getting close to anyone. That feels like an excuse, though, and Elijah’s right that it’s insulting. A few minutes of shared walking is hardly going to form the kind of lasting bond Mason fears.

      I watch Mason fall behind, and I feel . . . I’m not sure what. Frustrated? Exasperated? Sympathetic? It’s the last that keeps me from writing him off. Maybe more, too. I keep catching glimpses behind the armor, and I’m intrigued by what I see. I’m just not sure it’s worth the effort.

      That sounds cruel. Shouldn’t everyone be worth the effort of getting to know? No. If your neighbor is an asshole, then it’s not your responsibility to work past that. Mason is rude, perhaps to me more than anyone. Yet I’m the one he wants to stay with. I’m the one he leaps in to protect.

      I don’t know what to make of that. I feel a bit like a girl in one of those teen movies with the asshole guy who’s just nice enough to her that she doesn’t tell him to get lost. Kate hates those movies, and I agree. A person like that isn’t worth the effort if they’re not going to make the effort back. So where does that leave me with Mason? For now, it only means that I won’t make excuses for him. I’ll understand that he’s soldered on this armor for a reason, but if Elijah calls him an asshole, I’m not leaping to Mason’s defense.

      As for Elijah . . . I’m not sure what to think there, either. He’s told Kate who he is. She mentioned that in passing earlier. And he’s stuck to her side the way Mason sticks to mine, minus the insults and snark. He’s kind and considerate and leaps into battle right beside her. I want to say he has an ulterior motive but . . .

      A few hours ago, I couldn’t stand the sight of Elijah. The guy made my hackles rise. Now I’m fine with him, and he’s done nothing new to deserve that, but he hadn’t done anything to earn my earlier animosity, either.

      Something has shifted. Maybe it’s because my sister went through an ordeal in my absence, and he’d been in my usual spot: at her side. I could be jealous of that. Instead, I’m just glad he was there, and I’m glad he’s going to the cabin with her, and I have no doubt that he’ll go into that tunnel for her because he promised me he would. I can’t ask for more than that. I just hope he doesn’t break my sister’s heart. If he does, well, he isn’t trying to break it, and he obviously cares about her, and that’s what matters.

      Once Elijah and Mason are out of earshot, I tell Kate about Holly. She walks in silence for a few minutes. With anyone else, I’d provide my own interpretations and explanations. Kate’s working it through herself, though. Extrapolating and interpreting until she whispers, “Shit.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “She insists she wasn’t pretending to befriend you, but I know . . .” I shrug. “It’s still a betrayal, and I’m furious with her for it.”

      “Is it?” Kate scrunches her nose. “Elijah came to camp as a half-demon because they wouldn’t take werewolves. We came as ‘the mystery race’ so we didn’t freak anyone out. Holly came as a high-school student when she’s actually a college freshman. Yes, she had another reason for being here, but getting close to me wouldn’t help her achieve that goal.”

      I exhale. “Agreed. Good.”

      She puts her arm through mine. “Confidence-wise, I’m not in the best place these days, Lo, but I’m not quite that fragile. Thank you for being angry on my behalf. The bigger problem is that the witch is not on holidays. We met her in—”

      She inhales sharply, says, “Fuck!” and breaks into a run.

      I scramble after her. “Kate? What—?”

      She wheels so fast I bash into her.

      “You guys go,” she says. Then she raises her voice. “Mason? Watch out for Logan, okay?”

      “Of course,” he grunts, looking offended as he jogs to us. “What’s going on?”

      “I just want to get to Holly and Allan. Be sure they’re okay.”

      “Maybe we should all—” I begin.

      “Calling Paige’s phone is priority one,” Kate says. “If we get in any more trouble out here, we’ll be kicking ourselves if we ignored an opportunity to call in the cavalry. Call Paige. Make sure she brings backup. I’d say to call Mom but . . .”

      “She wouldn’t make it here before morning. No need to panic her if we don’t have to.”

      “Exactly. Now go. Meet us at the cabin after you’ve spoken to Paige.”
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      Elijah and I move at a non-urgent jog until I’m sure Logan is out of earshot. Then I kick it up to a full run. Elijah falls in beside me without a questioning word.

      “Holly came to find the witch,” I say, and then I explain as fast as I can. Logan was protecting Holly’s privacy, but Elijah needs to be prepared.

      “Shit,” he says when I finish. “I know we needed to secure the necromancers, but we should have talked more first.”

      “Agreed,” I say.

      “Logan and I should have talked. As far as he knew, the witch wasn’t around. That’s what Holly said, and Marchocias seemed to confirm it. Holly was either mistaken or lying to convince Logan to leave. Marchocias . . .” I throw up my hands. “Who knows?”

      Elijah chuckles. “Demons.”

      “Exactly.”

      It’s not as if we can ask Marchocias’s intentions. After the fight, she announced she’d be embarking on a brief vacation to the other side of the veil where she’d do demon-stuff until the supernaturals cleared out of her forest. She’d pretended to be doing us a favor, but really, I think she didn’t want to be around when the council and the Cabals started looking for someone to blame. A demon makes a much better villain than four young necromancers.

      “The problem isn’t only that the witch is here,” I say. “It’s that she knows Holly is here and why. In the tunnel, she said ‘Tell the girl to stop looking for me, or she will end up like her boyfriend.’”

      “Boyfriend?” He inhales sharply. “The note. Addressed to H.T.”

      “Right. Holly hasn’t gone after this witch on her own. She must be part of a group. You heard what Derek and Chloe said, right? About groups trying to recruit them?”

      He nods. “The Cabals are the usual suspects, but there are plenty of smaller groups who use our powers.”

      “Yep. Supernatural abilities don’t help much in your average office job. Where they really come in handy is with the nefarious stuff. Super-strong werewolf enforcers. Invisibility-spellcasting spies. Teleporting half-demon thieves. We have Pack members who make their living in a less-than-legal way, and we can’t argue with their right to survive. Admittedly, in some cases, they make far more money than they need to survive. Welcome to supernatural capitalism.”

      Elijah chuckles. “And that means there are plenty of groups that hire supernaturals for dirty deeds. I was warned about that. Werewolves are one of the rarer races, which makes us valuable. I had an offer a few months ago when I was making contacts. So you think Holly’s mixed up in one of those.”

      “That note we found mentioned pay.” I inhale. “I’m trying not to judge Holly’s choices. The important thing is that she’s in trouble, and unless she’s stark evil—which I doubt—I need to get her out of it before—”

      We veer around a stand of trees. Elijah continues jogging beside me in silence until he realizes I don’t intend to finish that sentence.

      “Kate?” he prompts.

      I shake my head.

      “You were thinking something,” he says. “We need to get Holly out before . . .”

      “That witch was just messing with us, but I don’t think she’s going to do the same to Holly. She said to tell her to stop or she’ll end up like her boyfriend. Whoever left that letter in the tunnel? I don’t think he’s still alive.”

      “Shit.”

      What I don’t say is a connection I just made. Holly’s boyfriend came to find the witch. He’s almost certainly dead. And Elijah mentioned finding a mummified body in the attic.

      I pick up my speed.

      “It’ll be okay,” he says, grabbing my hand in a quick squeeze. “We can handle this.”

      “You are pretty good in a fight.” I shoot him a half smile. “For a non-Pack werewolf.”

      He laughs and shakes his head. Then he sobers and says, “We need to talk. Not now, but when this is over.”

      “Uh, that sounds ominous. Something I won’t want to hear?”

      “I hope not,” he says, and we run full out for the cabin.
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      Mason and I walk about a half mile along the road, with me lifting Chloe’s cell phone every twenty steps to see whether we have a signal. I keep waiting for him to snark about that. Instead, he’s chattering away like a magpie. That’s no exaggeration, either. He asks me endless questions and seems genuinely interested in the answers. So, am I planning to go to college? Where? Majoring in what? Chloe seemed nice. Derek was standoffish, but Mason has heard that about him. Yes, he knows who they are—they’re legends among the experimental subjects. Mason says he should ask them some questions, maybe get contact information. He isn’t good at that sort of thing, so if I could help, he’d appreciate it.

      Mason is talking. He’s expressing an interest in me and in other people. He’s being considerate and thoughtful.

      Clearly, Marchocias was lying when she claimed to hop to the other dimension. She’s possessed Mason instead.

      I don’t honestly believe that, but I still slide in a few questions about the campers, ones only he’d know. He answers easily. Not possessed, then.

      I could hope Elijah calling Mason out had an effect. He realized he was being rude, and he’s trying to overcome it, at least with me. That might be a small part of it, but I think more is simple relief. I don’t know how much experience Mason has had with dangerous situations. While our parents shield us, we’ve still had our share of life-or-death experiences. We’re werewolves, and we’re the Alpha’s children. The protective wrapping can never be thick enough.

      In the past twelve hours, Mason has been bound to a funeral pyre, escaped an angry mob, played chew toy for hell hounds, made a deal with a demon and battled evil necromancers. We’ve survived the ordeal and unmasked the perpetrators, and his adrenaline is ebbing, leaving him euphoric, even giddy. Pure physiology, but I’ll enjoy it while I can.

      We walk and talk as I incessantly check Chloe’s phone. When I have a bar of cell service, I force myself to keep going until I have two. It only takes about twenty more steps. Then I place the call.

      After three rings, it goes straight to voice mail.

      “Hey, Paige,” I say. “You won’t recognize this number, but it’s Logan. We’re in a bit of a situation here. Maybe you could call me back as soon as you get this? Thanks.”

      “A bit of a situation?” Mason snorts as I hang up. “Maybe you can call me back? No, no, go ahead, Paige. Finish your latte, no rush here.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Paige is strictly tea, preferably chai.”

      A smile plays on his lips, and that smile does something to my insides. I don’t know what, only that I’d like to see more of it.

      The phone rings. I jump, startled from my thoughts, and I stare down at the object in my hand.

      “Uh, unless that’s telemarketing,” Mason says, “I think you want to answer it, Danvers.”

      My cheeks heat. “Right.”

      I hit the button. “Paige?”

      “Hey, Logan,” she says. “Sorry, I didn’t recognize the number, and I’m driving. Did you borrow someone’s phone at the conference? Last I heard, they were talking about using a blocker.” She makes a noise in her throat. “I’m glad they listened to reason on that one. We’re trying to treat teens as responsible young adults, and we take away their phones and set up a blocker? Believe me, that was not my idea. So much about this damned conference was not my idea.”

      “I got that impression,” I murmur as noncommittally as I can.

      She groans. “It’s a disaster, isn’t it? That’s why you’re calling. To very politely ask when I’m going to show up.”

      “I heard Benny’s sick.”

      “He is, but he seemed better this morning, so we caught a morning flight out. Short version, we’re about an hour away.”

      “We? Lucas is with you?”

      “Hey, Logan!” A voice calls over the speaker. A voice that is not Lucas’s but just as familiar.

      “Hey, Savannah,” I say.

      “The original plan was for Lucas to come. Paige didn’t tell the conference folks that or they’d freak out. But with Benny sick, we swapped spots. Lucas and Adam are both stuck with sick kids. Poor guys. Benny is an angel, of course, but put him with my little devils, and all hell breaks loose.”

      Paige snorts. “Benny only plays the angel. He’s the instigator. Rob and Evie are just the ones who get caught.”

      “True enough. Benny does take after his mom.”

      “What? I don’t—”

      “Sorry, Logan,” Savannah cuts in. “We haven’t forgotten you. So how bad is this conference? Wait, on second thought, don’t tell me. Paige’s already been gnashing her teeth at some of the last-minute changes. Then she heard about them making you and Kate hide the fact you’re werewolves, and the second Benny stopped puking, we had plane tickets.”

      “We appreciate that. Things are a little . . .” I glance at Mason and clear my throat. “The conference may not have gone as planned.”

      “No shit, huh?” Savannah continues. “What a mess. Ack, no, we can’t have werewolves at the conference! Oh, fine, we can have them, but let’s keep it a secret. Oh, and that building? Paige was spitting nails at the sheer ugliness of it. Poor Lucas was just flummoxed by the design. No windows? A glass ceiling? Typical Nast Cabal, right? Cutting-edge design that makes no logical sense and is probably evil. My family, huh? I kept joking that they probably built it on an ancient Native American burial site, too.”

      “No, not exactly . . .”

      “Anyway, don’t blame the Lucean Cabal for the design. The Nasts own the land. They just let the conference be held there as a gesture of goodwill. Sean’s been showing them up too much lately.”

      “Right. Well, as charitable efforts go . . .” I clear my throat again. “Paige is driving, right?”

      “Still here!” Paige calls. “Just letting Savannah vent on my behalf.”

      “May I talk to you without the speakerphone, Savannah?”

      Silence. After five seconds, I check to see whether I’ve lost the connection. Then Paige says, “Something’s gone wrong, hasn’t it? Worse than poor dietary choices and a lack of outdoor excursions.” She curses under her breath. “No, silly question. You wouldn’t call me about that. Even Kate would wait to complain. Something has gone very wrong, and you’re politely listening to us chatter before mentioning that monstrosity of a building collapsed and kids are trapped in the rubble.”

      “No one’s trapped or in immediate danger. We’ve resolved the issue.”

      “Of course you have,” she murmurs.

      “Most of it, anyway. There is an auxiliary minor situation, but Kate is taking care of that.”

      “See, Paige?” Savannah says. “All the fires are out. Or nearly out. Nothing to worry about . . . except the fact that there were fires during a conference for teen leaders. And by fires, I’m guessing supernatural shenanigans. Just as long as there weren’t demons involved. Tell me no one summoned a demon, Logan.”

      I don’t answer.

      “You realize that was a joke, right, kid? Because very clearly, no one summoned a demon or made a deal with one or . . . Cut me off at any time, Logan.”

      “The situation has been successfully resolved.”

      “Mother fucking—!”

      “Pulling over now,” Paige says, underscored by the sound of tires crunching gravel.

      “Jesus Christ, Paige,” Savannah continues. “Didn’t I say you shouldn’t let Logan hang around Lucas so much? There were demons. Demons at this conference, and he’s calmly telling us the situation is resolved. Nothing to see here, folks. Just uninvited demons.”

      “Actually, it was invited,” I say. “That’d be the summoning part.”

      “Ha ha.”

      The car doors slam, presumably meaning they’ve switched places. Another crunch of gravel, and Paige says, “Okay, I’m in the passenger seat, and the phone is not on speaker. You can tell me what happened without fear of driving me off the road.”

      “Well, to begin with, I don’t believe the Nasts were acting out of charity when they allowed you to host the inaugural event at their new conference center. It could have been a trap, but I’ll give them the benefit of the doubt and say we were lab rats. They realized they’d chosen an inauspicious location and wanted someone to test it, and if things went wrong, it’d be the fault of the council and the Lucean Cabal.”

      “When you say inauspicious location . . .”

      “This forest is the home of an earth-bound demon. Marchocias.”

      Silence. Complete silence. Then I tell her the rest of the story.
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      Elijah and I are close enough to spot the cabin when a cry has us pulling up short, each grabbing for the other’s arm. We stand there, arms awkwardly interlocked, and sputter a laugh. We release each other and then smash shoulders as we both try to take the lead.

      “We could take turns,” Elijah says. “I lead and protect you for the next hour, and then you lead and protect me for an hour.”

      “Or we can battle for the alpha spot as proper wolves.”

      “Proper Pack wolves, KitKat. Mutts don’t follow no stinking rules.” He squints into the darkening forest. “Hey, did you hear a cry of alarm? We should probably follow that instead of standing here arguing about who’s . . . Kate?”

      I wave over my shoulder at him.

      “I’ll protect you from the rear,” he says.

      “Good call.”

      The cry comes again. The first time, I figured it was an animal or a bird. That second cry, though, is very clearly human, and I kick my speed into top gear. Elijah sticks right on my heels, close enough that when I stop, his hands go on my hips, holding me steady. He stays there, pressed against my back, hands braced on my hips as we both listen.

      “You hear something?” he whispers, breath tickling.

      I turn to whisper in his ear, and he leans in for it. “Just wondering whether we really should be chasing a cry away from the cabin.”

      “Hmm. You have a point. However . . .”

      “It sounded like a female voice, so it could be Holly?”

      “Yep.” His arms go around my waist in a quick hug. It’s reassurance. I know that. A squeeze that says we acknowledge this is a difficult decision, but we’re making it together. He still catches himself and backs off fast with a quick, “Sorry.”

      “It’s all right, Elijah,” I say. “I’m not going to mistake a squeeze on the hand or a quick hug for sudden renewed interest and the promise of more hot make-out time. Just relax, okay?”

      “I—”

      I touch my finger to his lips. “Hear that cry for help in the forest? It says this isn’t the time for relationship drama. Now, come on.”

      I take off at a jog. He’s behind me until I slow, and then he creeps to my side. We both look and listen. At a snuffling sound, he mouths, “Bear?” I lift one shoulder in a shrug and lean in, straining to hear . . .

      Crying. I hear crying. The snuffles and muffled sobs of someone in tears.

      That should trigger my empathy. Instead, it puts me on a full alert. It’s too obvious a ploy to bring us running.

      We know the witch is in this forest. We know she loves her tricks and traps.

      I motion that we’ll approach slowly and split up. Elijah makes a face at the second half of those instructions, but he nods, acknowledging this is best. We’ll still be within sight of each other. Just not both sharing the same sight line.

      I’m about to veer off when he does. He moves with only the faintest scuff of shoe on dirt, inaudible to anyone without werewolf hearing.

      Move quietly, stay downwind and listen, always listen, because out here, your ears will tell you more than your eyes.

      Elijah’s eyes are what help him here, though. I happen to be glancing over, checking on him, when his eyes narrow, and he stops short. I motion a question, but he’s too intent on his target to notice. He lifts a hand, asking me to wait. I catch his eye with a glare. He mouths, “Please” and “Trust me,” and I can’t argue with that. So I settle for silent grumbling as I shift to a better position where I can guard his approach.

      “Tricia,” he says, his voice ringing out as he strides forward.

      At that name, the hairs on my neck rise.

      The last time I saw our head counselor, she’d been barreling toward the funeral pyres. I’d caught a glimpse of something red in her hands and thought it was a fire extinguisher. Yes, I knew she was a half-demon. Yes, she’d been acting oddly. But I still saw her as the person in charge, a little flighty, but competent enough. Therefore, she must be running to our rescue with a fire extinguisher.

      It wasn’t a fire extinguisher. It was a can of gasoline.

      Now she’s crying in the forest, and I know that what happened wasn’t her fault. She was infected. That doesn’t change the memory of seeing her and hoping and then realizing . . .

      I swallow, and I don’t blame Elijah for telling me to wait. I still move forward, though. Tricia had thought Elijah was a half-demon, like her, but at the last second, he’d revealed his true race in an attempt to distract our attackers. If she’s still not herself and remembers that, she’s a threat to him, too.

      “E-Elijah?” she says.

      “Get up.”

      “Elijah?”

      “Don’t act like you’ve forgotten who I am. There was exactly one Black guy with locs at camp.”

      “No, I . . . I know who you are.” A scrambling sound, as if she’s getting to her feet fast. I tense, still watching Elijah, but he’s relaxed and moving forward.

      “N-no,” Tricia says, and I see her then, backing away, hands raised. “Stay back.”

      “Why?” he says. “Are we too far from a convenient burning stake? Or are you just not as bold without a mob to back you up?”

      “Wh-what?”

      “Have you forgotten already, Tricia? Seems to me you were the one bringing the lighter fluid to the barbecue.”

      “So it was real?” She swallows so hard I hear it ten feet away as I slip up behind her. “You need to stay back, Elijah. There’s some kind of spell affecting the half-demons.”

      “Good thing I’m not a half-demon then, huh?” He grabs a dead sapling and snaps it off with one hand. “Werewolf. Or did you miss my coming out?”

      “I . . . It’s . . .”

      “All a blur?” He stops. “That’s the next part, right?”

      “I wish it was a blur. I remember . . .” Another audible swallow. “The fire pits. The stakes. Everyone chanting. I . . .” Her head snaps up. “You’re a werewolf?”

      “Uh, yeah, I just said that.”

      “No, I mean, if you’re a werewolf, are you with Kate and Logan Danvers? Are they okay?”

      “Ah, let me guess. This is the part where I produce them so you and your mob can burn us all at the stake.”

      “What? No. I’m alone. Look around. Or sniff. You can do that, right? Sniff the air, the ground, whatever you need to prove I’m alone here. I woke up in the forest, and I panicked and went running through the woods.” She lifts her hands, palms out. “I’m cut up and filthy and . . . and I know that’s the least of my concerns. I remember just enough . . .” She shudders, a full body convulsion. “I remember what they were doing to the Danvers twins and someone else.”

      “What they were doing?”

      “We. What we were doing. I remember Kate pleading, and no one was listening, and then she saw me and . . .” Another shudder. “There was someone else, too, right? A third camper? Are they okay? That’s what I’m asking. Are they all right? If you don’t trust me, then don’t take me to them. Just let me know they’re okay, and if you don’t know, find them. Please find them.”

      “We’re fine,” I say as I step out. “Or as fine as we can be under the circumstances.”

      She spins. Seeing me, her mouth opens and closes. Then her face scrunches, fresh tears springing to her eyes in a full-on ugly cry that rocks through her.

      I am sure I will look back later and hate the fact that I didn’t run to comfort her. Didn’t at least say something comforting. But I see her, and I see that gas can, and I might logically know it’s not her fault, but still . . .

      It wasn’t demonic possession. That’s what a little voice keeps whispering. In a case of possession, the person is gone completely and cannot be held responsible for their actions. I’m not sure this is the same, and that makes me very uncomfortable right now.

      I don’t drink. Sure, at sixteen, I legally can’t, but let’s be real. Teens drink. When Logan goes to parties, he comes home smelling of it. Mom and Dad only watch to judge how much he’s had, and the answer, I suspect, is “just enough that his so-called friends won’t give him shit for abstaining.” While our parents would be fine with me having wine or beer or even sampling hard liquor, I don’t because I am afraid of this. Of what happened to Tricia. A loss of control. I’m a werewolf. I can’t afford to lose control, and I’m not yet at the place where I feel confident enough to loosen my grip even a little.

      So is that what I saw earlier with the half-demons? A loss of control? As if they were all drugged or drunk?

      When I was with Brandon, we went to parties. He’d drink too much and get aggressive, pushing for sex. More than once, I had to throw him across the room and then pretend, the next day, that he’d imagined it. At the time, I said the aggression wasn’t his fault. Now I call bullshit. He wanted sex, and the booze inhibited the part of his brain that warned against forcing the issue. It peeled away the top layer of socially imposed morality to reveal an ugly core that didn’t truly believe coercion was wrong.

      Tricia tried to burn me alive. Does that mean the infection released a deep-seated violence? A hatred of werewolves?

      If it did, then it released that in every last half-demon camper. Not a single one rose above it to say this was wrong, and I am no misanthrope. I will not believe that every person is that ugly deep down. So I must believe that whatever happened, it did not release anything other than a demon’s chaos hunger. It’s the hunger that took over, not hidden violence and prejudice.

      I work all that out in the time it takes to walk toward Tricia. And so, having decided she’s not culpable, I should give her a hug, right? Tell her it’s okay?

      I should . . . and I don’t, because while my brain has absolved her, it’ll take time for the rest of me to catch up. I can, however, bring myself to say, “I’m okay,” and when she comes at me with her arms open, I stiffly allow the hug.

      Behind her, Elijah tenses, his jaw setting in a way that says he also understands but also cannot forgive just yet, and I kinda love him for that. I manage a weak smile, and he returns it. Then he steps forward, his hand going to Tricia’s shoulder to tug her back from me.

      “All right,” he says. “For now, you get the benefit of the doubt, but if anyone comes rushing out of this forest, I’m taking you down.” He meets her gaze. “I mean that. I don’t care that you’re a woman. I don’t care that I’m a werewolf. I will take you down without a second thought. So if there’s someone hiding in the woods, tell me now, and we can talk this out before it comes to that.”

      “There’s no one. Go and sniff around. Please.”

      “We will. Sit your ass right here while we do that.”

      We’re moving away before she even sits.

      Once we’re out of earshot, Elijah leans in to whisper. “I know we don’t have time for this shit. We’ll be quick. Then we’ll find Holly and Allan.”

      I nod. He’s right that we don’t have time. Yet we can’t leave a potential threat in the forest where she can follow us with the others and trap us in that cabin.

      Before we separate for a quick sniff around, he touches my elbow and leans in again. “When I said I’d take her down, I didn’t mean . . .”

      “You didn’t mean you’d kill her. Just incapacitate her. But if she thinks kill, that’s fine, too.”

      He smiles at me, dark eyes sparking with the same look I must have every time he implicitly understands me. He squeezes my arm, and then we separate to check whether Tricia really is alone.
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      I tell Paige everything. When I finish, she says, “The attendees . . . You said three are . . .”

      “Dead. Yes. One counselor and two campers.”

      Silence. I know Paige is processing that. Three people died at a conference she created. Yes, she had nothing to do with the deaths. Yes, she wasn’t even intimately evolved enough in the camp preparations to take responsibility there. But she’ll never duck that responsibility either. She is going to feel these deaths and spend countless hours wondering what she might have done to prevent them.

      I give her a moment. Then I say, “There are also . . . Well, not all the campers are accounted for, and Marchocias says she saw several run into the woods. They may need to be rescued, but I doubt she’d harm them. She just wants us all out of her forest, and the more supernaturals who die there, the more likely we’ll target her for retaliation. She doesn’t want that.”

      “An attention-shy demon,” she murmurs. “Guess we got lucky there.”

      “She enjoys a bit of drama, but this is all too much. She’s supposedly the progenitor of the werewolves, and that would make sense. She’ll fight, but she’d prefer to be left alone in her forest. Right now, she’s retreated to let us clean this up.”

      “Okay,” Paige says, and her voice is distant as her thoughts race ahead. Kate and I can joke about the utter debacle of this first conference for supernatural teen leaders, but it was Paige’s baby. An excellent idea co-opted by less competent members of the community. A tragedy and disaster that will forever be associated with Paige even if she had little input beyond the initial concept.

      “I’m sorry,” I say.

      “No good deed . . .” she says softly. Then she comes back stronger. “Enough of that. We have work to do. Who do we have on the ground there? Besides you guys, there’s Chloe Saunders and Derek Souza, yes? Savannah will vouch for them.”

      “I do,” Savannah’s voice pops in. “I have no idea what’s happening, but if they’re there, they can be trusted one hundred percent.”

      Paige comes back on. “We’re still an hour out, so please ask Chloe and Derek to stay while I coordinate this. Are any of the counselors conscious? Besides the necromancer, of course.” Another pause. “Oh! How about Tricia? The lead counselor. She seemed very capable.”

      “She’s a half-demon,” I say. “She was part of the attack. I could find her and try to wake her but . . .”

      “No,” Paige says firmly. “Please do not attempt to wake any of the half-demons. I hope the infection has passed, but we can’t take any chances. I’m going to call Lucas now and see whether Lucean has anyone in the area. It’s West Virginia, which makes it tricky, but someone might be within a short plane ride and—”

      A split-second pause before she returns with, “And your mother is calling. Excellent. This situation cannot possibly get any better. Dare I guess you haven’t told her what happened?”

      “We decided to call you first.”

      “Good plan. So she has no idea that anything is wrong?”

      “Er, probably not? We did miss our check-in call last night, but Mom shouldn’t freak out unless we don’t call . . . tonight,” I say, looking up at the setting sun.

      Paige sighs. “All right, then. I have a freaked-out werewolf Alpha to deal with. Let me call her back.”

      “No, I can—”

      “I’ll do it. I’ll give her this number and tell her to call you afterward, but if she can’t get hold of you, it only means you’re out of range. Yes?”

      “Yes. We’ll collect Kate and the others, get back to this spot and call both of you.”

      “Perfect. Be safe.”
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        * * *

      

      I hang up and glance over to see Mason propped against a tree.

      “Is it morning yet?” he says. “That was the longest emergency call ever.”

      “It wasn’t an emergency call. It was a call for assistance in the aftermath of an emergency. Paige was already on her way. She’s about an hour out. Now, before we collect Kate and the others, let me see whether I can call Derek—”

      Mason swipes the phone from my hand.

      “Hey!” I say.

      “You can’t call him. Cell phones are blocked at the conference center, remember?”

      “They may have found the blocker—”

      “Just chill for a second, okay? Take a deep breath. Come walk in the woods with me.”

      “We’ve been walking in the woods all day. We . . .”

      Mason’s already striding toward the forest, waggling Chloe’s phone over his head. I shake my head and break into a jog. I’m almost to him when he bolts, running full out into the forest, and I laugh, calling, “Hey!”

      Another shake of my head before I follow. As soon as I step past the clearing, I pause, head tilting.

      The forest has gone silent. Dark, too, the trees stealing the last of the light.

      I peer around, my night vision kicking in. I turn in a circle, calling, “I can track you by scent, remember? Hide-and-seek never quite works with me.”

      When I bend to sniff the ground, an acorn bops me in the forehead. I sigh. Part of me wants to tell him we don’t have time for this game, but the other part is happy to see him goofing around. That part also reminds me that Paige is on her way, and our return to Kate and Elijah can wait five minutes.

      I scan my surroundings and see exactly one tree wide enough to hide Mason. I stride toward it.

      “You know, if you are going to play this, you should really make it a little tougher.”

      I stop on the other side of the tree. “Three, two, one, ready or not, here I come.” I swing around the tree and—

      Mason isn’t there. I stand, blinking, and then turn just as a dark shape leaps up from behind a bush.

      “Nice one,” I start to say. Before I can finish, he’s in front of me, his arms going around my shoulders. There’s a split-second of alarm, instincts kicking in, my hands flying up to defend myself, but then his face is coming down to mine, lips on mine.

      My brain stutters. Surely Mason is not ambush-kissing me. But then his lips crush mine, and I realize that’s exactly what’s happening, and my alarm hardens into anger. When I try to pull away, an outraged, “Hey!” on my lips, his arms tighten, and I have to shove hard, sending him tripping backward.

      His eyes chill. “Guess you aren’t actually trying to figure it out after all. That’s just something you say to sound cool.”

      “Excuse me?” I say.

      He turns on his heel and stalks away.

      “What the hell?” I call after him.

      He keeps going.

      “Get back here!” I shout.

      “Not interested.”

      “Really?” I say as I stomp after him. “’Cause that kiss sure seemed interested, but I’d appreciate it if you made sure I’m interested before you jump . . .”

      He’s moving too fast to hear me.

      As I watch him, I know exactly how he expects this to go. He’ll stalk off in an indignant fury. I’ll feel bad because I know how hard it is to make a move, especially if you’re not even sure of the other person’s sexual orientation.

      So I’m supposed to chase him and apologize, and he gets to be the injured party when I was the one grabbed and kissed without any chance to say whether I wanted it.

      As much as I want to sort this out, I won’t do it like that. I have to get back to my sister. He can follow or not.

      As I walk, I run through the last few minutes, seeing whether I missed a sign, an overture, a hint that this was coming.

      Seeing whether it’s my fault he jumped me?

      I’m annoyed with myself for even thinking that. I’m also propelled back to a family trip last summer. A guy who worked at the ice cream shop liked Kate. She’d been interested and sought my advice on asking him out. Before she could, he lay in wait on her jogging route and did pretty much the same thing Mason just did, swooped out and kissed her. She’d stormed home and vented her outrage.

      And I’d sat there, listening and sharing her outrage while a little part of me thought, But you like kissing and But you like him. I’d agreed that he’d gone about it the wrong way, but I hadn’t really understood why she was as upset as she was.

      Now I get it, and I’m horrified by the memory. It doesn’t matter whether I like Mason, I needed a choice in the matter. A split-second pause would have been enough. Let me see what he planned to do and give me the chance to make a decision.

      When he took off with Chloe’s phone, I should have refused to follow him. My sister is waiting. She might need my help. But Mason had been in such a good mood, finally being nice to me and actually wanting to spend time with me.

      Yeah, Mason wanted to spend time with me, all right. As I grumble, I hear my sister grumbling about all the times guys hit on her when she just wanted to be treated like a person. It’s flattering to know someone is attracted to you, but it’s also flattering to know they like you as more than a potential hookup.

      I have no idea what my answer would have been if Mason asked to kiss me. I think I’d have agreed because I want to get to know him better, yet that’s totally the wrong way to go about it. I’m not my sister. I don’t kiss guys—or girls—just for fun. I need a level of personal comfort that I don’t have with Mason yet.

      I’m heading back to the cabin when bushes rustle to my left. I veer in that direction, fighting to keep my temper in check.

      “I’m going back to Kate,” I say.

      The bush only rustles again in response.

      “Do you hear me?” I say and round the bush to see . . .

      A woman.
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      Tricia is alone. Elijah circled the area while I backtracked her trail for about fifty feet. As she says, she stumbled around in the forest for a while before collapsing. There are no other scents, and we need to get back to looking for Holly and Allan.

      We can’t leave Tricia behind. There’s a witch in the forest plus a demon who could pop back and have some fun with our distraught counselor. Tricia must come along with us.

      Of course, she has questions. So many questions. We tell her we don’t have time to answer—just keep up, and be as quiet as possible, please. How much of that is true and how much is residual distrust, I don’t know. She does as she’s told, though.

      When we reach the cabin, she stops short.

      “What is that?” she asks.

      “A cabin in the woods,” I say. “One that doesn’t contain a portal to another dimension in the basement. Though that might explain a few things.”

      I start forward. She catches my arm, earning a glower from Elijah, who pointedly peels her fingers from my biceps.

      “There’s not supposed to be anyone else out here,” she whispers. “It’s Cabal land.”

      “They have a squatter,” I say. “It happens.”

      “But . . . this cabin wasn’t here before. The road is right over there, and the campers were dropped off nearby. No one saw a cabin.”

      “I did,” I say.

      “And I found it while out walking,” Elijah says. “It’s nicely camouflaged, but it isn’t invisible.”

      “I . . . I don’t like it,” Tricia whispers. “We should follow the road. It’s only a few miles to the highway.”

      “Have you noticed we’re missing a few people?” Elijah says. “Like Kate’s brother?”

      “Yes,” she replies evenly. “But since you won’t explain the situation, I’m presuming you got separated in the forest. The best thing to do is call for help.”

      “Logan is already on that,” I say. “He has a phone, and he’s hunting for cell service. When he’s done, he’ll meet us here where Holly and Allan are waiting.”

      Where I hope they’re waiting. Where I hope they haven’t been attacked by a dark witch while we’re rescuing a counselor who nearly tried to kill us.

      “You can wait outside if you like,” I say, striding forward. “We’ll be in there where it’s safe from the demon.”

      “Demon?”

      “Marchocias,” I say. “The witch’s house is warded against her and her hell hounds.”

      Is it cruel, throwing that out so casually? Demons and hell hounds and witches, oh my? Right now, all that matters is that it shocks Tricia enough to let us walk away. And then it spooks her enough to catch up as we head for the broken window.

      Before we go inside, Tricia whispers, “I can help, Kate.”

      “We’re fine.”

      “I know. I’m just saying . . .” She inhales. “I might seem to be freaking out, but I’m just finding my footing here. What I did to you was horrible, and I’m . . . embarrassed? Ashamed? Nothing really covers what I’m feeling, and that’s making me seem nervous and anxious. I’m not.”

      “Good.”

      “You two are doing great, so I won’t get in your way, but don’t write me off. Please.”

      I relax now. “All right. For now, just stay close. We don’t know what we’ll find in here.”

      “Holly and Allan, right?” Her brow furrows. “Is there another problem I should know about?”

      “Just the witch I mentioned. This is her place. We need to get Holly and Allan out and then wait for Logan at a respectful distance. She won’t bother us. Like Marchocias, she just wants us gone.”

      We barely get inside before Tricia stops, her eyes widening as she sees the skulls. “Holy shit,” she breathes, and I have to chuckle at the profanity even as Elijah rolls his eyes.

      “This is some seriously dark magic,” she says.

      “Yep,” I say. “It’s a ward against demons.”

      “I can feel it.” She shivers. “Like a voice at my ear, whispering that I’m not welcome.”

      “Abandon all hope, ye who enter here.”

      “Holly?” Elijah calls as he moves deeper into the house. “Allan?”

      No one answers, and my heart sinks, but if they were here, they should have already heard us and come out. Still, we walk through the house, checking each room and calling their names. In the workshop, I see a ceiling hatch I’d missed earlier, a rope ladder now dangling. I walk to the bottom and shout up.

      “Should we check . . . ?” Tricia motions at the ladder.

      I shake my head. “They’d hear us. There’s a better place to look.”

      And, as calm as you seem right now, Tricia, I’m not eager to take you up there to see a mummified body. Also not keen on seeing it myself.

      We head into the bedroom where the rug is still pushed back to show no sign of a hatch.

      “Time to get scientific about this,” I say to Elijah. “The last time we were here, we figured they must have gone with Logan. Now we know they didn’t, so let’s find their trail and see where they did go.”
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck,” I say as Elijah and I stand in the same room we left ten minutes ago, staring at that same hatch-free spot on the floor.

      “Yep,” Elijah says. “Fuck is the word.”

      We found Holly and Allan’s trail outside. They’d just poked around, probably looking for Elijah and me. Their trail circled the cabin at about a hundred-foot radius. In other words, they went just far enough that they didn’t hear us when we returned earlier.

      Elijah and I had escaped the witch’s tunnel and found our way back with Chloe and Derek in tow. We crossed Logan and Mason’s path, discovered the cabin empty and declared that Holly and Allan clearly went with my brother.

      Now we come running back to find Holly and Allan, only to learn that they were never missing; they really had just been looking for Elijah and me the whole time. After they failed to find us, they retreated to the cabin and continued searching for us there.

      So where does their trail ultimately lead? To this damn hatch.

      We’d checked in here our first time through, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t come in this room since then. At some point between those two visits, the hatch reappeared. Just in time to make Holly and Allan say, “Holy shit, that must be where Kate and Elijah went! Let’s go find them!”

      “This is why no one should split up,” Elijah says. “Ever. Horror movies work so hard to teach us the rules, and do we learn? Nope. The first thing the teens do is split up, and then they spend the rest of the movie chasing each other to really, really bad places.”

      “Where they’re slowly picked off, one by one.”

      “Which is why, being slightly smarter, we have split up in pairs.”

      I smile and shake my head. Tricia just looks from one of us to the other, her expression saying she’s not sure whether we’re really this calm or in shock from our day of trauma.

      “Nerves of steel,” Elijah murmurs, too low for her to hear. “Half-demons need not apply.”

      I grant him another smile, but he’s being a bit hard on Tricia, who is actually holding up just fine since her breakdown in the forest. She’s collected herself, and she’s assimilating our information without asking for more, acknowledging that she’s been thrown into this midscene, and we have it under control.

      “May I ask why we’re staring at a wood floor?” she says.

      “There was a hatch here,” I say. “It comes and goes. Elijah and I took it earlier, thinking it was just a normal cellar door.”

      “Because who expects disappearing holes in the floor, right?” Elijah says.

      “Er, we should. At least when we’re in a witch’s house. But I’ve never seen anything like this.”

      “Illusion magic,” Tricia says. “Very strong illusion magic.”

      “That’s what I thought,” I say, kneeling to run my hands over the floor. “I’ve seen illusions, though. Tripwire hallucinations are scary as shit, but they can’t actually hurt you. They aren’t real. You can walk through them as if they’re a projection.”

      Elijah nods. “I’ve heard of cover spells, too. They can hide a spellcaster, but like the name says, it’s cover only. Shoot at a witch under a cover spell, and you still hit her.”

      “There are visual illusions and auditory ones,” I say. “This is visual. Which means I should be able to find the edge of this damn hatch. I can’t, and we couldn’t from below, either, no matter how hard we tried.”

      “The difference is that those are regular spells,” Tricia says. “Any good sorcerer can cast tripwire illusions. Any good witch can cast a cover spell. They don’t require any more than the words and the energy. But there are others. Ones that need . . .” She glances toward the front door. “Special ingredients.”

      I rise. “And they can do this? Remove the hatch altogether?”

      She shakes her head. “It’s still an illusion. But stronger magic alters your perception in every way, including touch.”

      I must look skeptical because she says, “I spent two summers in grad school working on archives for Adam Vasic. You know him, right? You mentioned you’re named after Paige—her middle name—and I . . .” She flushes. “I made a rude response.”

      “You remember that.”

      “It comes back in flashes. I’m sorry. That . . . that wasn’t me. I don’t know how to explain it better than that. But if you know Paige, I presume you know Adam.”

      “I do.”

      Adam is married to Paige’s foster daughter, Savannah. He’s in charge of the council’s extensive library and archives.

      “When I worked for Adam,” she says, “I was cataloging spells from old grimoires. They prefer to have a non-spellcaster do that for security reasons. I saw spells like this. For altering perception.”

      She bends and touches the wood. “It’s like a barrier spell. Or, perhaps more accurately, supernatural wood filler if you’ve ever done renovation work.”

      Elijah nods. “The spell fills in the space between the floor and the hatch, both visually and tactually. The edge still exists, but we aren’t going to be able to find it.”

      “So can we bust through?” I say.

      Tricia winces.

      “Yes,” I say. “I’m a werewolf. I bust shit down. That’s what you expect, isn’t it?”

      She frowns.

      “You made your opinions of werewolves clear yesterday,” I say. “Before you had the excuse of the infection. We’re dumb brutes.”

      “What? No. Not at all. I made a face because breaking through the boards isn’t going to tickle even for werewolves. I wish I knew another way, but I don’t.”

      She sits, pulling up her knees and wrapping one arm around them. “If I gave you that impression yesterday, I’m sorry. I was embarrassed about having to ask you to hide your race, and when I get embarrassed, I get nervous, and I act . . .” She scrunches her nose. “Overly cheerful, I guess. Trying to put a good face on a bad situation. Nothing to see here! Asking the Alpha’s kids to hide their race? Not awkward at all!”

      “So why do it? You were in charge, and that bullshit about liability was just that. Bullshit.”

      She exhales. “I know. I was babbling.” She shakes her head. “I’ll explain later.”

      “All right. Speaking of werewolves, then, we’re going to need a little brute strength to break through these boards. Elijah?”

      He grins. “Thought you’d never ask. So how do you want to do this?”

      “Hulk smash, unless you have a better idea. I’d rather pry up the boards, but I wasn’t seeing anything that’ll do that.”

      “Actually . . .” He pushes to his feet. “There’s a knothole there, and I saw a fire poker in the living room. Be right back.”

      Tricia watches him go. “Since we seem to have a moment, I’ll explain what I meant a minute ago, why I acted the way I did. This position was a huge opportunity for me. I finished grad school a year ago, and I haven’t even been looking for a full-time job because I want something in the community. The supernatural community.”

      “The council doesn’t hire staff. That research position you had was minimum wage.”

      She shrugs. “I don’t care. It’s worthwhile if it helps me get an archival job with Lucean. Those jobs, though, aren’t for new college grads.” A half-bitter laugh. “No jobs seem to be for new college grads these days unless you like making lattes. So getting head counselor for this conference was huge. When I told the other counselors we were having werewolves, the necromancers were furious. Said we were going to panic the campers.”

      “Necromancers?” I say. “Byron?”

      She nods. “Byron and Sheila, who hadn’t arrived. Byron told Sheila, and suddenly, she was going to be late, and I got the message loud and clear. Except you guys were already coming, so I agreed that we’d keep your racial identity a secret, along with Mason’s, until everyone got to know you. Then we’d reveal what you were and call it a lesson in open-mindedness, getting to know others before making judgments.”

      “Byron set you up,” I say. “He wanted to boost the chaos quotient of the camp to attract Marchocias. Also, I suspect, to keep Sheila away, since she wasn’t in on his plan.”

      “Byron?”

      “Long story,” I say. “But okay. You got played. In trying to make everyone happy, you made no one happy. Mom would say that’s lesson one of leadership. Someone’s always going to be pissy. So—”

      Elijah appears, waving a poker. I reach for it.

      “Uh-uh,” he says, pulling it back. “I get the tool. I get to bust stuff with it.”

      He shoves the poker end into the knothole and slams down the handle. The board pops off to reveal . . . solid flooring.

      “Oh, wait!” I say. “I see a hole. Right over there.”

      There’s a sliver of open space. He wedges the poker into it and—

      “Hey!” a voice shouts from below. “Watch where you’re shoving that thing!”

      Elijah falls back, and in a blink, the hatch reappears . . . and swings open.
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      “Marchocias.” I sigh as I see the familiar woman standing before me. “So you didn’t hop back to the demon dimension after all. Great. If you’re here—”

      She flies at me with a shriek of rage, and I’m so stunned I just stand there as she slams into me, clawing and kicking and screeching.

      I back away, but she grabs my arm and executes a perfect throw, sending me over her shoulder and onto the ground. Then she launches herself onto me, pinning me there and screaming, “What did you do to me?” as spittle flecks my face.

      So, apparently, Marchocias did go back to her dimension, leaving her temporary body to wake up and run into a kid talking about demons and alternate dimensions.

      Well played, Logan. Very well played, indeed.

      I try not to sigh aloud. That would be rude. This woman is very, very angry, understandably so. I’ve never been possessed by a demon, but everything in the literature suggests it’s a very uncomfortable situation. One minute, you’re going about your business. The next, you’re waking in another country, covered in blood, surrounded by police shouting something about the five people you just flayed alive.

      I could tell the woman that, comparatively speaking, she’s gotten off easy. A bit of dirt on her cheek, but for all I know, that was already there. Marchocias may even have cleaned her up a little.

      If she was a supernatural, I could just say, “Hey, you were possessed by a demon, but you’re okay, though you may want to check your passport and withdraw a large amount of cash in case the police show up at your door.” Human hosts require a less direct approach.

      “Hey!” I say, interrupting her tirade about what drugs I gave her and what I did to her while she was unconscious. I channel my inner “real-teen,” as Kate would say, taking my diction down a notch and adding a layer of too-cool belligerence to my tone. “Hey! Marchocias! Cut it out!”

      “My name is not—”

      “Marchocias? Yeah, I figured that, but it’s what you told me to call you, okay?” I shake my head. “Listen, lady. I don’t know who you are, but you need to see a doctor. Or lay off the cheap drugs, okay? It’s not the sixties anymore. Hasn’t been since my parents were in diapers.”

      Her face hardens. “I’m not—”

      “High, drunk or just fucking nuts, I don’t actually give a shit, okay? All I know is that you were calling yourself Marchocias and talking about demon dimensions, and my buddy and I played along so you’d leave us alone. Which you seemed to do. But now he’s disappeared, and you’re here, and if you did anything to him . . . Well, let’s just say I’m playing nice right now, ’cause I don’t hurt old ladies.”

      “Old lady?” She pauses long enough to be genuinely offended. “I’m—”

      “Whatever. Just get off me, okay? If this is some weird sex thing, I am not interested. So get the fuck off”—I shove hard enough to make her gasp—“me.”

      I push to my feet, and she stays where she is sitting in the long grass.

      “Now get some help,” I say. “It looks like you need it.”

      She doesn’t move, and I begin to wonder whether I’ve oversold it. If she breaks down crying, I’m not going to be able to just walk away, and I really can’t afford to deal with her right now. I must get back to Kate.

      “Hey,” I say. “It’s fine, okay? No one got hurt. You just need help. Get to town and see a doctor.”

      Still nothing. That’s when I realize she’s unnaturally still and sitting at an odd angle, as if she’d frozen midtumble when I pushed her off.

      “Marchocias?” I say in a low voice. “Repossession is never cool.”

      A sound behind me. The clearing of a throat. I turn to see Paige walking toward us. She’s shadowed in the growing dark, but there’s no mistaking that full figure and long curly hair.

      “Paige,” I say with an exhale. I nod toward the woman. “Binding spell, huh?”

      “No, and yes.”

      I lift my brows. She keeps coming, and I can see her clearly now. The shape of her face, the wide-set eyes. Another step and . . .

      “Paige?”

      “As I said, no and yes. Yes to the binding spell. No to the name.”

      I blink. Even when she’s close enough for my night-vision to see her clearly, I keep blinking. I’ve heard of doppelgangers—not a real thing in our world, as far as I know—and that’s what this seems like. As if someone took a photograph of Paige and recreated her, the result being about eighty percent correct. Like a wax museum figure, close enough that you recognize who it’s supposed to be, but kind of creepy and not-quite-right. This woman has Paige’s figure, her long dark hair, and her facial shape, but gray streaks her curls, and her eyes are an unusual red-brown.

      I remember stories of a guy who could do this. He’d been an unknown supernatural type, either an anomaly or a very rare species that appeared sporadically in a bloodline. Yet the binding spell tells me this answer is much more prosaic.

      A glamour spell requires that the person viewing it expects to see the person you’re impersonating. A play on perception rather than an actual transformation. I wasn’t expecting Paige quite so soon, but I am expecting her, so it would work.

      “You don’t quite have it right,” I say as calmly as I can. “You could fool someone who doesn’t know Paige well, but it’s a little off. Either you’re working from an inferior representation, or your glamour spell isn’t quite right.”

      “Glamour spell?” Her brows rise. “So it’s true, then. I’ve heard that I look like her. I didn’t entirely see it myself beyond the superficial. But if I temporarily fooled someone who knows her, then I will need to make more use of the resemblance. A dark witch who can pass for the leader of the supernatural council, wife to a Cabal CEO . . .” She smiles, and there is nothing of Paige in that smile. “Terribly useful.”

      I keep my face impassive, but my brain whirls. This is no “superficial” resemblance, no genetic coincidence.

      “You’re a quiet one, aren’t you?” she says. “You weren’t so quiet a few minutes ago, but I suspect that was for her benefit.” She nods at the woman caught in the binding spell. “We must give the Muggles explanations they can accept, and yours was very nicely done. One should expect no less from the Alpha’s children.”

      I take a deep breath. “You want us out of your forest. I know that, and we are trying very hard—”

      “Not hard enough. In fact, you’re trying so poorly that I cannot help but doubt your sincerity. Particularly when you keep the company of that girl.”

      “If you mean—”

      “You know who and what I mean. You and your sister do an excellent job of playing ingenuous teenagers. It’s all just a terrible mistake, ma’am. Please don’t hurt us. We’re only trying to leave.”

      “We are trying—”

      “Are you missing someone? A certain half-turned vampire?”

      I stiffen. “Where is he?”

      “Right over there, which is where he’ll remain while we chat. Now, being a werewolf, you might not know much about magic, so I should tell—or remind—you that a binding spell doesn’t cause deafness. We’re going to need to do something about her.”

      She jerks her finger toward the frozen woman. “Give her a knock on the head, please. We’ll leave her unconscious, and when she wakes, this will all seem like a very strange dream.”

      I look from the woman to the witch.

      “A squeamish werewolf? Just give her a knock, and send her to dreamland.”

      “Whatever you may have read in books, I can’t just bop her on the head and make her lose consciousness. She might. Or she might end up with a serious concussion.”

      The witch sighs. “The world doesn’t need overly clever werewolves. Do something, then.”

      I walk to the hiker and hoist her in the air, facing me. She stays bound, but I see the terror in her eyes.

      “This isn’t happening,” I say. “It makes no sense. You’re frozen without anyone laying a hand on you. I’m lifting you in the air like you’re a toddler. That isn’t possible.”

      I set her back on the ground and place my arm in front of her. Then, concentrating, I start to change, skin prickling, hair lengthening as my muscles contort. I haven’t perfected Mom’s trick of just changing one body part, though, so the rest of me starts to Change, too, and I let it continue until my legs threaten to give way. Then I reverse the process and look down into her horrified gaze.

      “And that is definitely not possible. You’ve had a mental snap. Nothing too bad. Just stress. What you need to do now is go home and rest. Maybe see a doctor, but really, rest is the most important thing. Get home as fast as you can because there’s only so much a brain—or a heart—can take.”

      I step away, and I keep walking, right past the witch. She undoes the binding spell, and the woman runs. And so do I, making my own break for it.

      I get about five paces before I hear the witch turn, her shoes swishing over the ground. I dive, and whatever spell she casts misses me. I duck and weave, all the while sniffing for Mason. I catch a whiff of scent and veer. At the last second, I wheel and charge the witch. As expected, when she saw me going for Mason, she paused, knowing I’d be easy to target once I stopped to rescue him.

      I launch myself and hit her hard. She goes down, spell dying on her lips. I put my hands to her throat, pressing down enough to cut off her voice. That doesn’t incapacitate her. She hits me, right in the gut. And then she knees me in an even more sensitive spot. Or she tries to, but I’ve already twisted out of the way.

      She glares at me. I don’t kid myself into thinking I have her. She’s a fully trained dark witch. She’s just waiting for her chance. So I need to talk fast.

      “I could kill you,” I say. “I have you dead to rights.”

      An eye roll disputes that, but she sees value in letting me think I have the upper hand.

      “I could also capture you,” I say. “Capture or kill. But I’m not going to, which should prove that I’m not after you. You’re right that we aren’t leaving very fast. There’s a camp full of unconscious teenagers over there, and that isn’t a problem we can solve on our own. So we called in the grownups. Once they arrive, everyone will leave, and as far as I’m concerned, no one needs to mention you. Holly will keep quiet. I’ll make sure she does. I’ll get back to my sister, and we’ll all return to camp without ever having seen a cabin in the woods. Okay?”

      She eyes me. Then she motions for me to release her so she can speak.

      “Yeah, sorry. The problem with that is speaking means spellcasting. I—”

      Something hits me from behind, making me jump enough to release her. Before I can react, she has me in a binding spell. A rock lies beside me, a fist-sized rock where there hadn’t been a rock before. I don’t know how she moved it without casting, but like I said—she’s a dark witch. I can’t rely on my knowledge of spell-craft.

      The spell snaps so fast I topple over before I catch myself, scrambling up—

      “Stop,” she says. “You didn’t break my spell. I released you. I just didn’t want you walking away thinking you’d bested Renée Livingston.”

      I rise, brushing myself off. “And I will walk away, but not until—”

      “You have your boyfriend. Yes, yes. He’s right through there.”

      She reaches into her pocket and hands me Chloe’s cell phone. “He’s a bit rough around the edges, isn’t he? I would have done worse than give him a tongue-lashing if he jumped me like that. But I suppose he’s young, and he can be forgiven the blunder. Now let’s go get him.”
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      The hatch swings open, and Allan appears, one hand raised against the fire poker in Elijah’s hands.

      “Whoa!” he says. “Please tell me you were trying to free us and not that you’ve turned out to be evil, ’cause I hate it when that happens.”

      Allan spots Tricia, and his smile evaporates as he jerks back, hand raised for a knock-back spell.

      “It’s okay,” I say. “She’s with us, and Elijah hasn’t turned evil. Yet.”

      “There’s still time for me to reveal my nefarious plan,” Elijah says, setting down the poker and helping Allan out. Then he reaches for Holly behind him. “I keep waiting to tell you all why I’ve brought you here, but everyone else keeps stealing my thunder. Half-demons, full demons, necromancers, hell hounds, dark witches . . .”

      “Necromancers?” Holly says as she climbs out. “You guys had an adventure without us, didn’t you?”

      “Looks like you guys had one, too.”

      “A very small adventure,” Allan says. “Finding a hatch in the floor, going down and discovering secret tunnels and rooms full of body parts, the terror lasting exactly ten seconds before spoilsport here revealed the illusions.” He nods at Holly.

      “So those weren’t pickled privates?” Elijah says.

      “Uh, privates?” Holly chuckles. “You must have found a whole other room. We only got eyeballs and ears. It’s illusory magic. They’re actually pickled vegetables.”

      “Told ya,” I say, bopping Elijah on the shoulder.

      “Yeah, you suspected that, but you sure as hell weren’t popping one in your mouth, no matter how hungry you got.”

      I look at Holly and Allan as they brush off their dusty clothes. “How long were you two down there?”

      “Longer than necessary,” Holly says. “We went in and out a few times. I was teaching Allan how to dispel the illusions while we looked around for you guys. You found the back door, I presume.”

      Elijah taps my shoulder. “Mind if I take off to track down Logan? He should be done calling Paige by now, but it’s safer if we don’t all troop into the forest and run right past him.”

      “We’ve been doing a lot of that, haven’t we?” I say. “Sure, track him down, and tell him we’re all fine. We’ll wait here until you get back.”

      “I’ll be as fast as I can.”

      It’s only after he’s gone that I realize I shouldn’t have said that we’ll stay here in the house of a witch that Holly has come to . . . ? Blackmail? Threaten? Kill? I don’t even know.

      Without the Tricia diversion and the hatch diversion, I’d have hauled Holly’s ass into the woods and demanded an explanation. But in all that, I have temporarily forgotten what I think she is. Even when I do remember, I look at her and laugh at myself. Holly, a member of a criminal group? A revenge-obsessed lover come to murder a dark witch? I’ve misinterpreted something. I must have.

      Yet there are questions with potentially painful answers. I liked Holly. Really liked her. I don’t care that she’s actually a college freshman who joined the conference partly to sleuth out a dark witch living in the forest. If Paige had the opportunity to learn new magic at Holly’s age, she’d have done the same thing. She’d take the light magic for herself and confiscate the dark grimoires to be safely archived. There are many levels of dark magic, and even a witch like Paige knows some to protect herself and others.

      I would forgive Holly’s curiosity. Hell, that’s nothing to forgive. But if she’s practicing this kind of dark magic? If she’s come to kill the witch? There is no wiggle room on that. If the witch returns, I need to know whether or not Holly deserves protecting.

      “I need to speak to you, Holly,” I say. “Alone.”

      “This doesn’t require privacy.” She moves to sit on the edge of the bed. “I’m guessing Logan told you the truth about me.”

      “Is it the truth? The entire truth?”

      She glances at Allan and Tricia.

      “We can step out,” Allan says. “I know what you told Logan, but if there’s more . . .”

      “Yes, there’s more. No, you don’t have to leave.” She meets my gaze. “I admitted to Logan that I came to the conference under false pretenses. That I’m not a high school student. That I came looking for the witch. He could tell there was more, but an explanation wasn’t necessary at the time. It changed nothing, and it only stalled him from finding you.”

      “Wait,” Tricia says, getting to her feet. “You came to the conference under false pretenses?”

      “At this rate,” Allan murmurs, “I’m thinking no one at camp was exactly who they claimed to be, Tricia. Elijah is a werewolf. Holly isn’t in high school. Mason didn’t want anyone knowing what he is. You yourself were hiding what Kate and Logan are. And then there’s me.”

      “That’s different,” Holly says hotly. “No one has a right to that information.”

      Tricia nods. “Your case is different.”

      I shoot Allan a quizzical look, but he ducks it and continues, “Everyone’s case is different. That’s the point. Elijah hid his race because he wanted to meet other supernatural teens and werewolves weren’t allowed. Mason . . . well, Mason’s Mason, and he was more comfortable not being a vampire for a while. Kate and Logan didn’t have a say in the matter. As for Holly, before things started going to hell, she was right in there, soaking up the conference material. If she also wanted to find this witch?” He shrugs. “Better than those who only came to party and get laid.”

      “True,” I say. “Except that’s not all Holly came for. She was here looking for her boyfriend.”

      Holly’s brow furrows. “You think I was looking for a boyfriend? Not among high-schoolers.”

      “I mean you’re looking for your boyfriend. The one who wrote you this.”

      I pull the folded page from my pocket and pass it over. As Holly reads, Tricia looks at me. “If Holly came to be with one of the campers, that’s only a problem if he’s under eighteen. Then I’d need to inform his parents.” She leans in to read the letter, and her eyes widen. Her gaze swings on me. “I don’t understand.”

      “Make that two of us.” Holly folds the note. “Well, no, I think I do understand, unfortunately. And I guess we know who that mummy in the attic is.”

      “Mummy?” Tricia’s voice rises.

      “There are the mummified remains of a man in the attic.” Allan takes the note and skims it. “Recently mummified.” He turns over the dirt-streaked note. “I’m guessing you found this in the tunnel? Someone came for the witch. Someone with very bad intentions, who ended up mummified and . . .” His head jerks up. “You think he wrote this to Holly?”

      “The note is addressed to H.T.,” Holly murmurs. “You suspect I’m not here under my real surname.”

      “You’re accusing Holly based on that?” Tricia says.

      “That and the fact that Holly came looking for the witch. Also, the witch gave me a message.” I turn to Holly. “She said ‘Tell the girl to stop looking for me, or she will end up like her boyfriend.’ Are you telling me you’re not female? Or not part of our group? Or not looking for the witch? Which of those three things is false?”

      “Kate,” Tricia says. “I don’t think this is the time. If this is true, the council will handle—”

      “It’s not true,” Holly says. “Well, no, I am female. I am part of your group. I am looking for the witch. But I’m not the H.T. in that letter. I haven’t had a boyfriend in two years, and he was human. Marchocias also warned me to leave Renée—the witch—alone. She said Renée didn’t need my help. That’s what I’m here for. To help. Obviously, Renée saw me, and she’s mistaken me for this H.T. My name is Holly. Yes, my surname isn’t Nakamura. It’s Kimura.”

      “Kimura?” I repeat. “That sounds familiar.”

      “We try to fly under the radar, but you’ve probably come across it. Logan would have. And Paige definitely would know my family, which is why I’m going as Holly Nakamura in the Sabrinas.”

      “And you joined the Sabrinas to get access to this camp.”

      “No, I joined the Sabrinas for the fellowship, and as soon as I was comfortable, I’d have confessed to Paige, which I will do when she arrives.”

      “Witch hunters,” Allan murmurs. “The Kimuras are witch hunters.”

      “No,” she says firmly. “That’s a lie spread by those who’d like to see us put out of business. We do search out dark witches. We do monitor them. But our mission is protection.”

      “You protect dark witches?” Tricia’s voice rises. “Protect women who’d nail bones to a door and mum—mummify a human being?”

      Holly’s face sets. “All our intelligence suggests that Renée uses primarily scavenged body parts for her rituals of protection.”

      “Sc-scavenged? You make it sound like she’s recycling old tires. These are dead bodies. Human corpses. Desecrated.”

      “Which she uses to protect herself. Not to hurt others.”

      “Tell that to the poor guy in the attic!”

      “We do believe Renée kills those sent to capture or assassinate her, and when she does, she uses the bodies for magic. That note doesn’t make it seem like that guy was coming by for coffee. Renée is a highly skilled practitioner who has devoted herself to the study of potions and other tangible forms of magic as you may have guessed by her workshop.”

      “So she sells dark magic—”

      “No, she sells powerful light magic. She’s also an inventor. She creates new potions and salves. Both those things make her a target. She’s selling magic and drastically undercutting other organizations, who’d like to kill her. There are also those who recognize her value as an inventor and want to hire her, by force.”

      “She’s a lone witch scientist, pissing off the establishment,” I say. “Huh. If that’s true, then I totally forgive her for scaring the shit out of us in the tunnels, and I kinda hope I get a chance to meet her again.”

      “Did you forget the guy in the attic?” Tricia says.

      “Nope,” Allan cuts in. “We haven’t. But if that guy came to kill or kidnap her, then she has the right to kill him. If she did and uses his body to protect herself or help her light-magic research? That’s fine by me.”

      I nod. “Me, too. If it’s true.”

      “It is,” Holly says. “Or that’s the story, and my family wants to confirm it and offer her protection, but she won’t meet with us. I wanted to speak to her personally.”

      “So you’re a kickass witch warrior?” Allan says. “Protecting the maligned and misunderstood.”

      Holly’s cheeks darken. “Not quite kickass yet. But that is our mandate. It makes the council nervous. The American coven kicked us out generations ago.”

      “Because to them, all dark magic is evil,” I say. “Even strong defensive light magic is forbidden. Which is why Paige left.”

      “Exactly. I’m hoping she’ll be our way back into the wider community. I just wanted to get to know her first. I also wanted to be the one to make contact with Renée.” Another flush. “I want a lot of things.”

      “Nothing wrong with a little ambition,” I say.

      Do I believe her? Yes. I know I still need to be cautious, but her story fits, and what I’ve heard of her family meshes with what she’s said.

      “All right,” Tricia says. “I’m not sure I’m okay with this, but I’m not a witch, so it isn’t my call.” She looks at Holly. “Sorry if I got prickly. I just . . . I’m a little freaked out by everything in this place. I’ve researched dark magic, but I’ve never seen it in use, and clearly, my prejudices are showing.”

      “When it comes to dark magic, everyone has that reaction,” Holly says. “I wish we’d stop using the terms dark and light. There’s a huge range.”

      “True,” Tricia says. “So I apologize for getting squirrelly, but if it’s okay with everyone else, I strongly suggest we don’t stick around here.”

      “I would agree,” I say, “but this is where Elijah expects us to be, and we’ve already gotten into trouble chasing after each other. I’ve met Renée. If she does come back, I think we’ll be fine. There’s clearly been a misunderstanding that Holly can set straight.”

      “I can,” Holly says. “She might not want to talk to me—and I’ll respect that—but we’d be in more danger if she caught us lurking around outside. She knows we’re here, and she’s probably waiting for us to leave, which we’ll do as soon as Logan gets back.”

      “In that case,” Allan says, “can I talk to you for a moment, Kate? In private.”

      Holly rises. “Tricia? It looks like you’ve scraped yourself up pretty good. I saw medical supplies in the workshop. We’ll get you cleaned up and bandaged while they chat.”
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      Renée walks to where Mason lies on the ground, as if he collapsed in a binding spell. She snaps her fingers, and he startles up so fast he nearly falls again.

      “You can cast dual binding spells?” I say. “And you don’t need to be within range to hold them?”

      “Impressed? You should be. Consider it a lesson. If I bind you again, you will stay bound.”

      “You,” Mason says, bearing down on her. “You—”

      I step into his path, hands raised. “Don’t. Please. She’s letting us go, and we need to get back to Kate and the others.”

      “Hold up, there,” Renée says, raising her hands. “I don’t think I agreed to let you go just yet. We still have the small matter of an assassin to resolve.”

      “Assassin?” Mason and I say in unison.

      “Yes, assassin, and before you go telling me she’s not here to kill me, let me assure you I have no doubt about that. Her boyfriend made his intentions very clear.”

      “Boyfriend?” I say. “I’m not following.”

      Renée sighs and leans against a tree. “Keep up. I’m guessing your sister didn’t tell you about the dead boyfriend.”

      “I . . . No. Things were a bit chaotic and—”

      “Yes, chaos. Yes, running for your lives is a decent excuse for a lack of sibling communication. You are forgiven. I told your sister to warn the girl that if she doesn’t leave me alone, she’ll end up like her boyfriend.”

      “Boy . . .” My head snaps up. “The mummy. You mummified—”

      “—an assassin. After he tried to kill me. He trapped me in a circle of binding and then started preparing a particularly nasty ritual. One that involves keeping your victim alive for days while you bleed them to death. The blood of a spellcaster—collected at such a slow pace—is particularly potent, and that sorcerer wasn’t going to lose the chance to harvest valuable ingredients from me before collecting his bounty. Unfortunately for him, I’m protected against circles of binding. I faked capture just long enough to be completely certain of what he had in store for me so I could decide his own fate.”

      “You mummified him while he was still alive.”

      “Tit for tat. At the risk of defending myself, his death was much faster than what he planned for me. He was unconscious during the mummification and would barely have had time to wake before suffocating. I do hope he woke for a moment, though. Just long enough to realize what was happening.”

      “Bit of a sadist, aren’t you?” Mason says.

      “A sadist would have paralyzed him so he endured every moment of horror as she entombed him. Wishing a single moment of final horror on a man who planned to torture me to death? I’d call that justice . . . with a touch of vindictive spite.”

      I look at her. “So you’re telling me that the guy you mummified—the guy who tried to torture you—is Holly’s boyfriend? You’ve made a mistake.”

      “Hell, yeah,” Mason says. “I’m not saying Holly wouldn’t be capable of defending herself, but an evil assassin?” He snorts. “No.”

      “Holly,” the witch says. “You mentioned this Holly before.”

      “Right,” I say. “That’s the girl who’s with us. A witch named Holly Nakamura.”

      “Nakamura? Japanese, presumably?”

      “Yes. She admitted she came hoping to find you. She wouldn’t say why, but I can’t imagine her goal was assassination.”

      “It’s not. Her last name isn’t Nakamura. It’s Kimura.”

      When I blink, Renée says, “You know them?”

      “I know of them. They’re one of the most famous witch families. Or most infamous, depending on the source. Legendary guardians of dark magic and its practitioners.”

      Mason straightens. “Holly’s family protects people who practice ritual sacrifice?”

      “Hey,” Renée says. “You’ll be drinking blood and taking your annual sacrifice soon enough. I’ve never killed anyone who didn’t make it absolutely clear they intended the same for me.”

      “As for the Kimura family,” I cut in, “who they protect depends on who you talk to. Some say they’re dark magic practitioners who protect the worst of their own kind. Others say they don’t practice the magic themselves but defend the right of those who employ a limited range of dark spells. Holly said she didn’t disagree with all dark magic but doesn’t practice it herself, suggesting the latter interpretation is correct.”

      Renée rolls her eyes. “How do they protect us if we know stronger magic than they do? They just want to interfere and monitor us under the guise of protection.”

      “I know nothing about that,” I say, “and it’s something you need to take up with Holly. I can understand why you would mistake her for an assassin. Someone recently attempted to kill you, and now a young woman is looking for you. Presumably, the sorcerer was also young and, I’m guessing, warned that his lover would come after you? Perhaps in his dying words?

      “He didn’t have any dying words. Just a bit of gasping. When he realized I wasn’t caught in his binding circle, he said, ‘Oh, shit,’ right before I bound him. As final words go, it’s a bit cliché. Common enough, though.”

      I shake my head. “Whatever your reasoning, we have established that the ‘girl’ who’s with us isn’t out to kill you. If you want to speak to her, come with us. Otherwise, we’d like to leave.”

      “I meant the other girl. Not Holly Kimura. The girl who’s been skulking about the forest searching for my cabin. Apparently, her boyfriend didn’t give her proper directions, and now she’s been bumbling about trying to find me. As assassins go, I’m not impressed.”

      “Another camper?”

      “Older than you two, but she was staying in that monstrosity of a conference center. A benandanti assassin, intent on making me pay for her lover’s demise.”

      “Benandanti?”

      “Demon hunters,” Mason says. “An extinct race resurrected as part of Project Phoenix. In human lore, they’re Italian witch hunters. In reality, while they originated in Italy, they’re demon hunters with special skills for tracking demons plus enhanced fighting abilities.” He glances at me. “Anything to add, professor?”

      I smile, but his expression stays stony, and what could be a private joke between us falls flat at our feet, twitching with something that feels like mockery.

      I turn to Renée. “I know what benandanti are, and there are a couple of supernaturals at the camp right now who know one very well.”

      “Lovely, more teenagers. Just what my forest needs.”

      I could point out that Chloe and Derek aren’t teens, but that won’t help. “So the person you’re concerned about is a benandanti assassin who isn’t Holly but is a young woman from the conference. Someone from the camp. Someone you’ve seen us with in the forest. I’m sorry, but I don’t know who you could mean. There’s Holly, and there’s my sister, who you’ve already met.”

      Mason makes a noise in his throat. When I glance over, he rumbles under his breath, “There is someone else.”

      It takes me a moment to realize he means Allan, and my cheeks heat. I don’t even like thinking that. He’s a guy. End of story. Or it should be.

      “No,” Renée says. “If you are thinking of the boy-witch, that isn’t who I mean. And yes, I realize he’s a witch. A very interesting situation, and intellectually, I’m curious to know how he resolves it, but otherwise, if he chooses to be male, he is male, and therefore, I would not insult him by misgendering. I’m a witch, not a bitch.”

      Mason snorts a laugh under his breath.

      “All right,” I say. “Then who else . . . ?”

      There’s only one other possibility. The only other person from the camp we’d been in the woods with.

      “Wait,” I say. “Tricia?”

      “Is she in her late twenties? Nauseatingly perky? Was in the forest with you and your sister the day you arrived?”

      Mason’s all-purpose snort takes on a note of derision now. “Fuck, no. Seriously?” He rolls his eyes. “At least with Holly, I can see a hint of hidden badass. Tricia’s a cheerleader. Not the kind you see in movies, but the real ones. Fifty percent cheer, fifty percent leader, one hundred percent annoying.”

      I don’t disagree. She isn’t the stereotype of an air-headed cheerleader, but she’s a little too positive, too perky, too everything-is-awesome. And while I hadn’t witnessed much leadership in action, I’d seen it in her notes, so organized that I’d grieved for the conference we might have had if things hadn’t gone horribly awry.

      I bristle at Mason’s quick dismissal, though. If Tricia was our age, we would have gotten along. While her relentless optimism might be grating, I presume there’s more beneath it, and I admire her leadership skills and her obvious dedication to making a better supernatural world. Does that deserve sneering? If it does, then Mason should be sneering at me, too.

      Maybe he is, and he just didn’t care about that because he liked my packaging. That’s why Mason kissed me in the forest, why he seemed to warm to me, to even possibly enjoy my company. Not because he was attracted to my personality—romantically or otherwise—but because he found me attractive and hoped for a bit of fooling around when the opportunity presented itself.

      Umm, Tricia, a little voice whispers in my ear.

      Tricia? No, I don’t find Tricia attractive, at all. I—

      Oh, right. Tricia. I’m supposed to be thinking of Tricia. Like, processing the fact that Renée seems to be calling her a benandanti assassin, which is slightly more important than fretting about what Mason sees in me.

      “Tricia . . . ,” I murmur, working it through.

      “She’s bullshitting you, Danvers,” Mason says. “I don’t know what game this witch is playing, but she sucks at it. Tricia is not a benandanti assassin.”

      “Which you know based on what?” Renée says. “Your deep personal relationship with her?”

      Renée means that we barely know Tricia, but spots of color touch Mason’s cheeks, as if she’s needling him personally.

      Mason’s jaw sets. “She’s a half-demon.”

      “I never saw any sign of her powers,” I say. “Did you?”

      “I barely saw signs of anyone’s powers,” he says. “We might be supernaturals, but we don’t go around casting spells and shifting forms every five minutes.”

      He’s right. It’s like having a world-class singing voice. Ninety-five percent of the time, we’re normal people.

      “Do you know her demonic type?” I ask.

      “Fire, I think.” His eyes roll back, accessing his enormous memory bank. “Yeah, in the introductions, the counselors started by mentioning their powers. She’s a low-level fire demon. She was also infected like the rest of them, remember? She’s the one who had them lock us up.”

      When I don’t answer, he snaps, “She tried to burn you alive, Danvers. Our annoyingly cheerful leader brought fucking gasoline to get the damn fire started.”

      I turn to him. “Why?”

      His face screws up. “Why what?”

      “Why was she running looking for an accelerant instead of helping light the pyres? She’s a fire demon.”

      His mouth opens. Then he scowls with a shrug. “It wasn’t lighting, so she went to get gas.”

      “But she left even before they had a problem lighting it. Yes, it’s not a perfect answer, but it’s a huge question mark, Mason.”

      “Agreed,” Renée says. “There is time later for a debate on whether she’s an evil assassin. Right now, I just need her found and removed from my damned forest.”

      “We’ll do that. I think Tricia is at the camp among the unconscious there.” I glance at Mason. “Yes?”

      He shrugs. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

      I look at Renée. “We’ll return to the cabin, collect my sister and the others and then go to camp where we’ll find and secure Tricia. Paige will be here soon, and she’ll make sure Tricia is fully investigated.”

      “Paige?” A look passes over her face. “Paige Winterbourne is coming here?”

      “With Savannah, her—”

      “I know who Savannah Levine is. One can hardly call herself a dark witch and not know Eve Levine.” She says it lightly, almost mockingly, but there’s a disconnect in her eyes, as if she’s covering mild panic.

      “You have nothing to fear from Paige,” I begin.

      “Of course I don’t,” she snaps.

      I look at her again. After talking to her for a few minutes, it becomes harder to see her resemblance to Paige. Yet I had mistaken her for Paige, and that can’t be a coincidental resemblance.

      This woman is related to Paige. How, though? As far as I know—as far as Paige herself knows—she’s the only child of a woman who died twenty years ago.

      “Paige is coming,” I say. “She’s probably less than a half hour away. I understand, given the council and the coven’s historic stance on dark magic, you may not wish to see her.” Though I doubt that’s your reason, I’ll offer you this excuse. “You can withdraw, and we’ll handle it from here. As I said, you have nothing to fear from Tricia. She’s at camp, unconscious—”

      “It’s me,” a voice calls from the forest, startling us all. Elijah jogs into the clearing, hands raised. “Just warning you I was here.” He glances at Renée and stops short. His expression ripples as if struggling against a reaction, and he gives a curt, “Hello again.”

      “Hello to you, too. I see you got out of my tunnel safely. You’re welcome.”

      “Gratitude is what you get after you guide someone from the forest. Not when you allow them to escape a trap you set.” Elijah glances at me. “Everything okay?”

      I nod. “We’ve negotiated safe passage. Is Kate all right?”

      “I wouldn’t have left her if she wasn’t.” The words come lightly, but annoyance laces his tone. “She’s fine. So are Holly and Allan. They’re all back at the cabin with Tricia.”

      “Tricia?”

      He lifts his hands. “Don’t worry. Whatever infection she had, it’s passed. Can’t say I’m thrilled about having her near Kate, but your sister wasn’t about to leave her stumbling around the forest. They’re all keeping an eye on her in case the infection returns. For now, she’s back to herself. Not exactly the fearless leader we met yesterday but . . . Hey! Where are you going? Kate’s fine. I—”

      I don’t catch the rest. I’m already gone, racing to my sister.
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      Once Tricia and Holly are gone, Allan paces to the other side of the room. Then he stops at the window, looking out. I settle onto the edge of the bed.

      “So,” he says. “I’m about to tell you something that you absolutely do not need to know at this moment. Something that has zero bearing on anything that’s happening, and I’m bringing it up for a purely selfish reason—because the others know, and I don’t want you to hear it second-hand.”

      “Okay.”

      “It’s something you probably should have known when we first met. Something I honestly thought you found out, and that was why you broke up with me.”

      “Er, okay. You certainly know how to build to a story.”

      “When I was . . .” He shoves his hands in his pockets. “This is never easy, and the more I talk to people about how to do this, the more advice I get. Say this. No, don’t say that. Don’t say anything.”

      “Allan . . .”

      “That wasn’t always my name. There used to be an A on the end.”

      “Allan . . . ? Ah.”

      “Exactly,” he says, the corner of his mouth quirking.

      “Huh. Okay, So now I—shit. You thought I broke up with you because of that?”

      “I didn’t blame you. We were kids, and I had no idea how to navigate the situation, whether I was supposed to say anything or not. I really liked you, and it was . . .” He shrugs. “I grew up in a Cabal, surrounded by kids who’d known me since I was in diapers. That summer with you and Logan was the first time I’d been around kids who only knew me as Allan. You saw a guy—one you liked—and I couldn’t bring myself to spoil that.”

      “But you thought I found out and dumped you for it.”

      “I wouldn’t have blamed you.”

      “I’d have blamed me.” I get to my feet. “No, I didn’t know. Anyone who did realized it was your story, and you were under zero obligation to share it. You are always under zero obligation to share it.”

      I hug him. “I always felt like a bitch for ending it that way. I liked you. I really did. But I was thirteen, and you lived across the country, and I wasn’t sure how to handle that, so I handled it badly.”

      He returns the hug before we separate. “I came on too strong. I really liked you, and it was . . .” He shrugs. “Intoxicating. Meeting a girl who only knew me as Allan, only saw me as a guy.”

      “A super-cute, super-sweet guy. And a damn good kisser.”

      He chuckles and blushes. “Thank you, Kate.”

      “For what? Telling the truth?”

      “For being you. Some girls, if they find out, they . . .” He lifts one shoulder in a shrug. “It makes them question, you know?”

      “Question what? Whether they’re secretly attracted to girls? You presented as a guy. You were—are—a guy, which is what I like.”

      He gives me another quick hug. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. And whoever spilled your story is an asshole.”

      “It was the demon.”

      “Ah, well, that explains everything. Now let’s step outside and see if we can spot my brother. He should be here by now.”
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        * * *

      

      Allan and I walk into the hallway.

      “Holly?” I call. “Our private conference is done.”

      No one answers.

      Allan whistles. “Hey, guys! Time to step outside before the big, bad witch comes back.”

      Still silence.

      I sigh. “Time to search. Again. At least this isn’t a mansion.”

      “Mmm, we’ve both seen the illusion magic she’s using. For all we know, we’re actually in a luxury chalet with six bedrooms and a hot tub.”

      “I would definitely take a hot tub. Though I’d wonder whether I’m actually submerged in a giant vat of water about to be boiled down to bones.”

      “Look at you with the cheery thoughts.”

      We step into the living area. It’s empty. From here, I can see through the kitchen, which is also empty.

      “Holly!” I shout. “Tricia!”

      When they don’t answer, I sigh louder.

      “Seems they found the hot tub first,” Allan says. “Let’s just hope we find them before the wicked witch jacks up the heat.”

      “Holly!” I shout, and he chimes in, louder still, our voices reverberating through the cabin.

      “Okay,” I say. “We were in the room with the hatch, right? So they couldn’t have gone down it.”

      “Even if they found a second hatch, Holly wouldn’t try it with only Tricia for backup. They must have stepped outside.”

      As he walks to the open window, footsteps sound overhead.

      Allan turns, his face lifted to track the sound. “Or they’ve been checking out the mummy.” He makes a face. “Tricia must have insisted on taking a look.”

      “And now I guess I am, too. Lead the way.”

      At the end of the hall, we find a room that I’d only briefly checked earlier when we’d been hunting for an exit. It had looked like a study, and I’d known better than to start poking around or I might find something that snagged my curiosity.

      As we step through, I see I’d been right to ignore it. It’s a lab. Science would stop me even faster than an interesting collection of books.

      “Guys?” I call as I approach the rope ladder hanging from the open hatch. “We should probably step outside and wait for Logan.”

      No answer.

      I put one foot on the ladder. Allan lays a restraining hand on my arm.

      “Holly!” he calls. “Tricia!”

      “Up here,” Tricia’s distant voice calls back. “I’m trying to see whether we can find anything that will identify this guy. The council will want to investigate.”

      Holly responds with something I don’t quite catch.

      “Right,” Tricia says. “Can you come up and give us a hand, Kate? We could use your werewolf strength to lift this thing.”

      “What thing?” I mutter to Allan. “The mummy?”

      “Let’s hope not,” he murmurs and releases his grip on my arm. “Up we go.”

      Even before I crest into the attic, the smell hits me. Formaldehyde, strong enough to make my eyes water.

      “Wow, that really stinks,” I say.

      “That’s my fault,” Tricia says. “I knocked over a jar. Smells better than it did before, though. Despite what I’ve heard, mummification is not an odorless method of body disposal.”

      My head pops over the edge, and as my night vision adjusts, I can see her holding her nose and making a face. I have to laugh. “Well, my dad’s a cultural anthropologist, not a physical one, but I read my share of scholarly works on the process back when I had a macabre interest in mummies. If it smells, she didn’t do it right.”

      I reach up to climb through, but something stops me. Physically stops me. When Allan bops into me from behind, I wave him back.

      “I think I’ve hit a barrier spell on a delay,” I say. “Seems this dark witch isn’t all she’s cracked up to be. No point arming barriers after people are already in her attic.” I pause. “Unless the idea is to trap them in there.”

      “I don’t think barriers can be used as traps,” Allan says. “Hey, Holly! Is this spell yours? Yes, I’m not keen to see the mummy again, but I’m a big boy. Let me up.”

      I peer into the dim attic. My night vision hasn’t adjusted yet, and all I see is Tricia’s dim outline. She’s headed deeper in, leaving us at the entrance.

      “Holly?” I tap on the barrier spell. “We’re kinda stuck here. I—”

      The spell snaps. “Thank you!” I call, and I climb the rest of the way.

      “No lights, I’m guessing?” I say as I ascend into near darkness.

      “There’s a flashlight,” Tricia says. “Which I dropped when I knocked over the jar. Please tell me your werewolf vision can find it before I stumble into another jar of formaldehyde?”

      Once I’m up, I blink and squint. I can make out the mummy just ahead. Elijah said it was seated, and that’s what I see—a pale shape upright in a chair.

      “Okay, that’s creepy,” I say. “Was he really mummified while . . . ?”

      Two more steps, and then my night vision snaps on, and I blink twice, certain I’m seeing wrong. That seated figure isn’t a mummy. It’s Holly, sitting rigid, with a cloth over her mouth.

      “What the—?” I begin.

      Tricia appears beside Holly, holding something to her neck. A flashlight clicks on, and the figures come clearly. Holly in a chair, bound to it hand and foot. She’s gagged, and blood trickles from her nose. There’s more blood on her shirt, and one eye is swollen half-shut. Beside her, Tricia sets a penlight on a table while keeping a shard of glass pressed to Holly’s neck.

      “Found the flashlight!” Tricia trills. “Also, I may have broken that jar on purpose. I was in need of a weapon.”

      Allan’s hand flies up for a spell, but I grab his wrist and shake my head.

      “Good idea,” Tricia says. “In fact, just to be safe, why don’t you take a seat on your hands, Allan. From what I’ve overheard, you can’t cast much witch magic, so that should render you pretty much useless.”

      Allan rocks forward, jaw tensing, but he catches my eye, and we exchange a look. I want to fight, too, but I’m not doing it with broken glass pressed to Holly’s carotid artery.

      Allan starts to lower himself behind me, but Tricia shakes her head and tells him to sit closer to her. She’s not letting him sink into the shadows when he can cast.

      As Allan sits, I say, “Tricia? I need you to pay attention to me. Something’s going on in this forest. Something that infects half-demons. Whatever you’re feeling—whatever you’re thinking—you’re not yourself. It’s an infection.”

      Her eyes widen. “Oh golly, is it? That’s why I feel all . . . funny.” Her nose wrinkles.

      As Tricia talks, Holly shakes her head and cuts her gaze toward Tricia.

      “I must be infected,” Tricia says. “I think it’s causing hallucinations, too, like the ones where I imagine I’m actually a trained soldier who can kick your skinny werewolf ass.”

      I laugh. I can’t help it even as Holly’s eyes warn me. Then I stop.

      Trained soldier?

      I follow Holly’s frantic eye motions and then jump as I see a seated figure in the shadows. The actual mummy, pushed aside.

      I remember what the witch said. I remember the letter written by the dead man in that mummy.

      The witch wasn’t mistaken. Someone had come to kill her. It just wasn’t Holly.
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      As we run, I explain the situation to Elijah . . . which only makes him run faster until I’m the one grabbing the back of his shirt to slow him down.

      “We can’t race into an unknown situation,” I say. “We might—”

      “—make things worse. I know.” He rubs his hands over his face. “Kate can take care of herself, and she’s on alert. Plus, it’s in Tricia’s best interests to keep up the charade until she finds Renée.”

      I nod, and we continue on at a jog, Mason running silently behind us. I don’t know where Renée is. She heard the problem, but she didn’t come with us.

      I glance at Elijah. I made a mistake here. Misjudged him. He’s a werewolf, and that instinctively put me on guard. Seeing him getting close to Kate didn’t help. I’ve lost the closer-than-siblings connection we once had. I lost a friend. My best friend. Then along comes this other werewolf, and he effortlessly slides into the place that used to be mine, talking and laughing and whispering with my sister.

      Instead of being glad she found a friend—while resolving to mend our relationship—I made Elijah my enemy. Decided he had an ulterior motive for getting close to Kate because, hey, what other explanation could there be? It’s not as if my sister is attractive or funny or smart. No, clearly, Elijah had a nefarious objective, and when I realized he was Logan Jonsen’s brother, that seemed to be the answer.

      What exactly did I think Elijah planned to do? Kill Kate in revenge for the death of a half brother he never knew?

      “I’m sorry,” I say as we run. “I was an asshole to you.”

      “Nah. You were watching out for Kate. If I had a sister, I’d be side-eying any guy who came sniffing around.”

      He’s trying to make me feel better, but instead, I just feel worse for judging someone who wasn’t judging me in return.

      “Also,” he says, voice lowering as we near the cabin. “I hurt her. I . . .” He rolls his shoulders, not glancing my way. “I freaked out. Panicked. I . . .” He draws a sharp breath. “I’ll explain it to her first. But I know I screwed up, so I don’t blame you for being suspicious.”

      Elijah stops, and the cabin appears through the trees maybe a hundred feet ahead.

      “Should we do a little surveillance?” he whispers. “Scout before we go in? I think I hear voices, but I can’t make them out. Are you okay with me circling around and trying to listen?”

      I nod. “I’ll do the same.”

      He takes off. I glance back at Mason, who stands in silence, having not uttered a word since we left the witch.

      “You heard the plan, right?” I whisper.

      He grunts, and I presume that means yes.

      “Do you want to stay here or come with me?” I ask.

      “Whatever.”

      An hour ago, there would have been no question that he’d stick with me. Now, though, I have rejected his advance, so why bother continuing to watch my back?

      “My sister is—”

      “—in that cabin with a woman she thinks is harmless. A woman who pretended to be a camp counselor and is actually an assassin who might hurt anyone who gets in her way. I understand the situation, Danvers. I’m not sitting this one out. Kate helped me. I’ll help her.”

      “Okay. Thank you.”

      “It’s not for you.”

      I nod. “Understood. But . . . are we okay?”

      He fake smiles, baring his teeth. “Peachy, pup.”

      Damn him. I want to sort this out. I did nothing wrong, but it feels as if I did, and I want to apologize.

      I’m sorry I rejected you. I know it was hard to take that chance, and I am sorry. It’s not you. It’s me.

      That last part’s a cliché and also untrue. He didn’t give me the chance to explain, ignored me when I tried to.

      This is Mason’s situation to resolve, and if he washes his hands of me, then we’re better off that way, or I’d spend our entire relationship chasing after him.

      I still feel as if I’ve lost something here. Lost a possibility. But maybe that just makes me like every other person who walks away from a toxic relationship and wonders what they missed out on.

      I glance up at Mason, but his gaze has already shifted to the side, jaw set against further conversation.

      “Your sister, pup?” he says after a moment.

      “Right.” I take a deep breath, push the rest away and start creeping toward the cabin.

      Mason doesn’t follow.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t get far before Elijah appears from nowhere, only his scent keeping me from jumping.

      “Someone’s coming,” he whispers. “Two people. I can smell them upwind, but I don’t recognize them. Maybe Paige and Savannah?”

      He motions for me to follow, and I do. We get around the cabin, and a strong breeze brings two human scents. Neither is familiar.

      I’m whispering with Elijah when Mason joins us. I tell him what we smell.

      “Trouble,” he rumbles.

      Elijah shrugs. “Could be campers. I’m not sure I’d recognize all their scents.”

      “Two scents,” Mason says. “You don’t recognize either. Neither does Danvers. Probability they’re from camp? Statistically insignificant. Tricia’s brought friends.”

      When I hesitate, he turns on me, a little too sharply, residual anger bubbling to the surface. “You think Tricia’s part of some organization, right? Then she’s going to call for help when things go to hell.”

      Elijah nods. “Fair assumption. We probably have time to route them before they get here. What if you shift, Logan? Get them on the run.”

      I want to say there’s no time for that, but it’s a good plan. If these are professionals from some shady supernatural organization, three unarmed teenagers won’t spook them. A wolf might. Keeping them away from the cabin is the priority right now.

      I ask Elijah to keep an eye out as I Change, and I don’t fail to notice Mason stiffen at that, but he just tells me to hurry. I do.
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        * * *

      

      I Change as fast as I can, and if I’m a little smug about how fast that is, well, I’ve been working on it for just this reason. The ability to shift forms is an incredible weapon, but it’s not like carrying a gun; you can’t just pull it out when you need it. Even with the two strangers a half-mile out, I need to Change fast to intercept them. And I do.

      When I slip out of my thicket, Elijah’s there. I rumble a question, and then I realize, not being Pack, he won’t be accustomed to our wolf communication, but he seems to get it and nods.

      “They’re still coming this way. Still a little ways out.” His gaze sweeps over me. “You look like a giant Labrador retriever.”

      I growl, and he grins.

      “Sorry,” he says, “but true. You’re a big yellow Lab, and Kate is a Golden retriever. Derek? Now he’s scary. Black is the way to go. No one’s afraid of blondes.”

      I huff and walk past him as he laughs. Mason’s there, looking the other way. He glances over but doesn’t seem to see me.

      “We moving?” Mason says. “Or chitchatting.”

      “I am easing the tension,” Elijah says. “Because I don’t know what happened between the two of you, but someone needs a machete to cut it.” He waves to me. “Lead the way. Your backup players will follow.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I can see the two intruders. Two men. Both at least thirty. One brawny, while the other has a gun holstered at his side. I can’t suppress an offended growl at that gun. Real supernaturals don’t use weapons. And these are definitely supernaturals. The smaller guy holds his glowing fingers in the air to light their way.

      Tricia has indeed called backup. I’m not sure how she’s done it, but she’s also told them where to find the cabin because they’re on a direct course to it.

      Elijah was just teasing me about my fur color, but he’s right, too. A yellow werewolf looks too much like a friendly dog to be taken seriously. But our fur also makes it difficult for us to sneak around, especially at night. We can use both. We just need to adjust strategy.

      Whatever Tricia told them, they must not foresee trouble because they’re strolling along, not a care in the world. Until . . .

      “Did you see that?” The one holding the light stops short.

      “See what?” the other man answers.

      “Something moving in the forest.”

      The other man snorts. “Lots of things move in the forest.”

      “No, this was big. And pale. It glowed.”

      “Oooh, must be a ghost.” The bigger man makes appropriate ghostly noises. Then he twists. “What the hell?”

      “You saw something, too, did you?”

      “What the hell was that?”

      I slip behind trees, hidden out of sight. Then I growl.

      “Okay, you heard that, right?”

      “Wolves?”

      “Not that color. Isn’t there supposed to be a demon in these woods?”

      “That’s just a story the witch concocted to keep people—”

      I growl louder from the other side of them, having padded silently over there. Then I slip from my cover just enough to let them catch a glimpse of my coat.

      “There is something out there. Something big.”

      “No, shit.”

      “Hey, guys,” a voice calls.

      I give a start. Mason steps into their path, and I snarl for him to get back, leave this to me. The man with the gun fires, and I’m running, but Mason only staggers back, saying, “Shit, that stings.” Then he continues toward the two. The smaller man lifts his gun again, but I’m already in midflight, knocking it from his hand.

      And that’s when someone screams. A woman’s scream . . . coming from the cabin.
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      “Still thinking it through?” Tricia says. “You aren’t half as clever as you think you are. It’s a shame, really. You’re smart for a werewolf, and so you were raised to think you were actually intelligent. Your parents did you no favors with that.”

      “Oh, I’ve worked it through,” I say. “I just hate to rob you of your villain moment where you tell me who you really are and how you pulled it off.”

      On the floor, Allan snorts. “Allow me. She’s H.T., the one our resident mummy-man wrote that letter to. The one who came to kill the evil witch for slaying her beloved.”

      “Revenge?” Tricia sneers. “Hell, no. We were supposed to do this together. Share the mission. Share the reward. Paulo screwed me over. I’m the one who found out where Renée Livingston was living. I found the forest, and I mapped out the location after paying a small fortune for the information. He stole it, leaving me to figure out a way to hunt for this cabin without raising her suspicions after he put her on high alert.”

      “Well, if you tried to avoid tipping off the witch, you failed miserably,” I say. “She’s on to you.”

      Her jaw sets. “I know that, which is why I need a change of plans.”

      “I hope you’re not going to hold us hostage to negotiate. She doesn’t give a damn about us.”

      “But you give a damn about Holly. All I want right now is the same thing everyone else seems to want. To get all of you kids out of this forest.”

      “Meddling kids,” Allan murmurs. “You forgot that part.”

      “Except we’re not even the meddling kids,” I say. “That’d be the necromancers, who screwed things for everyone. Including poor fake-Tricia here. Damn necros.”

      “I’m glad you’re taking this so calmly,” Tricia says. “That will make this easier. You say it was all the necromancers’ fault? Excellent. Then the story started and ended with them. You fled the scene, only to return and unmask them. Well done, kids. Gold star. Then you waited for Paige to show up the next morning. By the time she arrives, I’ll have taken care of Renée and be long gone, and you may return to this cabin and collect Holly.”

      “You did hear us say my brother went to call Paige already.”

      “She can’t get here any faster. We’re in West Virginia. No one will arrive before morning, and by then, I’ll be done. That’s not the important part of my conditions for Holly’s release.”

      “Which is that we don’t tell the council who you really are or what you did, etcetera, etcetera. Doesn’t matter. Because Holly’s role in your plan is a lot bigger than holding her hostage.”

      Tricia opens her mouth, but Allan beats her to it. “Holly’s a Kimura witch. You’re going to use her to lure Renée in. Even if Renée doesn’t get suspicious and kill Holly, you won’t let Holly walk away. She protects dark witches. You kill them. That makes you mortal enemies.”

      Tricia rolls her eyes. “You’ve read too many comic books.”

      “Maybe,” I say, “but Allan’s right that Holly is bait. He’s right that you won’t give a damn if she dies in the process. He’s right that you won’t let her walk away. At the very least, she’s a source of information or a valuable long-term hostage.”

      “You are both seriously overthinking—”

      “Then take me hostage, instead.”

      “I don’t want—” Tricia begins.

      “Why not?” Allan says. “If you really do just want a hostage to force us to behave, Kate’s the logical choice. She has a brother, a boyfriend, and a former boyfriend here. Take her, and we’ll all do exactly as you ask.”

      Tricia sighs. “You kids seem to think you’re in a position to negotiate. Do you know who’s in charge here?”

      She gestures to herself, and that’s what I’ve been waiting for. She’s caught up in the conversation and has forgotten she’s supposed to be holding jagged glass to Holly’s throat. I lunge, and Tricia smiles. Her lips curve up, eyes glittering, and I realize my mistake. She gave me the opening.

      Before I can check my charge, she shouts. I’m waiting for a show of power—half-demon or otherwise—but all she does is shout, and I don’t even hear what she says because that sound hits me like a pile drive to the gut. I fly clear off my feet, sailing through the air and smashing into the wall.

      Allan’s knocked back, too, but he doesn’t get the full brunt of it, and he recovers, hands flying out in a spell, only to have a guy appear right at his side, grabbing his wrist and saying, “None of that.”

      I’m staggering to my feet, heaving for breath, as Tricia advances. Behind her, I vaguely see Allan casting spells at his opponent, only to have the guy vanish each time. Teleporting half-demon.

      I open my mouth to tell Allan to change tactics, but Tricia charges, her fist on target with my stomach. I spin out of the way, but she moves so fast that her fist still grazes my ribs.

      Benandanti.

      Sonic shout. That’s one of their powers. The other? They’re natural fighters, moving faster and hitting harder than any other supernatural.

      No, hitting harder than any supernatural except werewolves.

      I’m stronger, and I’m a trained fighter. I just can’t afford to get cocky. She’s going to be a match for me. Remember that.

      I manage to duck her next blow, and I come out of my dodge fast enough to land one on her. Barely land one on her as she evades, and I end up staggering under the force of my own swing.

      Do not get cocky. Did you forget that part already?

      I back off to evaluate and adjust my tactics, but she comes at me hard, and we trade blows, none managing to quite land the way we want.

      I can tell myself that at least she’s not getting in any good hits, but I’m not, either, and it’s mine that count. It’s mine that have the brute force to end this fight.

      My aim is true enough. I just can’t make more than glancing contact, and each time I back off to think and re-evaluate, she comes at me harder and faster.

      She knows what I’m doing. Knows I’m off balance and trying to slow down to think and find a pattern in her tactics. She’s not giving me that chance.

      Yes, I’m a trained fighter. But so is she. And ninety-five percent of my experience is just that: training. She’s fought for her life. Probably many times . . . and she’s still alive. How many of her opponents are not?

      “What’s the matter, Katie?” Tricia says between strikes. “You suddenly don’t seem your usual confident self. In over your head? You can stop this anytime. Just give me what I want.”

      She pairs a distraction strike with the last sentence, but I dodge and land a half blow to her chin that sends her reeling back. At a sound to my left, my gaze cuts that way to see the teleporting half-demon has Allan on the floor and is binding his hands. My split-second of consternation is enough for Tricia to land a real distraction strike, a power drive to my jaw that sends me flying into the wall.

      I bounce back, blood filling my mouth, head ringing. I strike, but it’s too fast, too wild, and she easily dodges.

      “Surprised that I brought company?” she says. “Weird, isn’t it? How I was able to call in backup when the cell service was blocked? We call that a satellite phone.”

      I ease off, as if to take advantage of her chatter to get some distance, but when she comes at me, I’m already charging. I hit her full-on, and she slams backward. My kick sends her down, and I drop onto her.

      She doesn’t just lie there and take it. She writhes and fights, one fist setting fresh blood streaming hot from my cut lip. We grapple, but here I have the advantage. This is apparently the right tactic for dealing with a benandanti. Get her off her feet. Her speed and skill don’t help much when she’s flat on her back. They help even less when I finally get her flipped over, her arm pinned—

      Something whacks into the side of my head, and light explodes behind my eyes. I manage to twist in time to see the half-demon swinging a board. I duck and try to grab it without releasing Tricia, but he disappears at the last second, and the diversion is enough to let Tricia buck up beneath me. Another blow as the half-demon reappears and hits me again only to vanish a blink later.

      I need to do something else, or I’m going to keep getting hit. But I still have Tricia partly pinned, and if I roll aside to deal with the half-demon, I’ll have both of them to fight.

      I glance at the spellcasters. They’re both struggling against their bonds, but at this moment, they can’t help.

      My brain fires in all directions, shouting conflicting orders.

      Duck the half-demon, and concentrate on Tricia.

      Get off Tricia, and disable the half-demon.

      I land a blow to Tricia’s skull that has her thudding to the floor. Then I’m on my feet, facing off with the half-demon. I charge, and he pops out of the way at the last second, leaving me skidding across the floor. I spin and glower at him.

      “Come on, girly,” he says. “I’m just a half-demon. A scrawny one at that. You can take me.”

      I don’t move. The moment I charge, he’s going to vanish. Mom’s dealt with teleporters. Dad, too, probably. But they haven’t gotten around to imparting those lessons as they focus on teaching us to fight other werewolves.

      I could have asked for more techniques. Now I’m stuck like a bull uselessly pawing the ground and snorting.

      In wolf form, I could fight both of them. It’s easier to do damage with teeth and claws than fists and feet. I’d just need one good bite.

      Can I flee and Change? I glance at the hatch. Leap down and make a run for it. Find a quiet hiding spot and Change into a wolf . . . and pray they don’t find me midshift, when I’m completely vulnerable.

      No, I need a better strategy.

      My brain scrambles for an answer. Then I see Holly, her eyes wide as she tries to communicate.

      That’s it. Don’t focus on fighting. Focus on getting help fighting. Her binding spell can hold a teleporting half-demon. I just need to get her gag off—

      A blur to my side. I spin as Tricia charges.

      Tricia. I forgot about Tricia. Goddamn it, how—?

      She hits me before I can get out of the way. We go down, grappling again, but now I’m the one on my back and—

      A clatter sounds from deeper in the attic. I look over, but Tricia senses a trick and doesn’t glance away. She has one hand on my shoulder, forcing me down, her fingers biting in. She knows what she’s doing, and the way she has me half-pinned, I can’t get the leverage to throw her off. When I strain to see what made the noise, she only gets into my face.

      “I don’t need to look,” she says. “Your friend Holly knocked over her chair to startle me.”

      “Uh, Heloise?” the half-demon says. “That wasn’t the little witch’s chair. It’s . . .”

      He trails off, and a sound comes, a swishing, scratching, thumping from the shadows. Holly stares to the side, her eyes round. Another sound then. A hollow, muffled gurgling.

      “The mummy,” I whisper.

      Tricia—Heloise—hits me so fast I don’t see it coming. Not a punch, but a hard slap across the face. Then she turns to Holly.

      “Stop that,” she hisses. “Whatever you are doing, stop it right now.”

      More thumping. Fresh sounds, like muffled shrieking. The mummy appears, skittering across the floor. As we stare, it rocks and jerks, as if the person in it has woken.

      Woken to find himself immobilized, struggling to move as his shrieks turn to panicked screams.

      “Out!” he screams. “Out! Out! Out!”

      “Paulo?” Heloise says.

      The mummy goes still. “—oise?” It says, voice garbled, the sound as dry as crumpled paper.

      She scrambles off me.

      “Paulo,” she says, dropping beside him.

      “Out,” he says. “—elp! Out!”

      Heloise starts clawing at the wrappings. Whatever she said earlier about her lover betraying her, it’d been a half truth, born of grief and outrage, and now hearing him, she forgets all about me. She’s fighting to free him as everyone stares, transfixed.

      Everyone stares . . .

      Use that.

      I ease to my feet, staying out of the half-demon’s line of sight. I creep over to where he left his board. Then I swing it, hard as I can, at the back of his head. It hits, board shattering, splinters flying. Heloise doesn’t even seem to notice. She’s still ripping at Paulo’s wrappings.

      The half-demon staggers, but he doesn’t go down. As I lunge, he blinks, and I realize that’s his tell. All half-demons do something before they activate their powers. Yet he blinks hard and only fades for a split second before coming back. He’s dazed, and his powers misfire.

      I grab a piece of cord from a work bench and bind his hands tight enough that he yowls in pain. Then I kick him aside and advance on Heloise.

      I make it two steps and then stop. She’s sitting there with a length of wrapping in her hands. She’s staring at Paulo. Just staring. Then she lets out a shriek and falls back, and I see what she does.

      She’s pulled away a strip from his lower face to let him breathe. Except he doesn’t need to breathe. Under his bandaged upper face, I see a desiccated lower jaw, shrunken lips and blackened skin. His consciousness has been shoved back into his corpse. He’s a zombie.

      “Heloise?” he rasps. “Heloise?”

      He pitches toward her, fixed arms outstretched, and she falls back, screaming and kicking. Then she wheels on me.

      “You! What have you—?”

      She freezes. Caught in a binding spell, and I see Holly, the gag worked down enough for her to cast.

      I charge and knock Heloise to the floor. Behind me, Paulo says her name one more time. Then he thuds to the floor, exhaling a long hissing breath as his soul leaves his body.

      “Chloe?” I call. “I’m guessing that was your work. Can I get a little help here?”

      Chloe’s head pops through the hatch. “Looks like you have things under control. You just needed a little help.”

      She climbs up, boosted the last bit by Derek, who hoists himself through, strides over to see me on Heloise. Then he glances at the half-demon, bound and cursing, and he grunts.

      “He’s saying you did well,” Chloe says as Derek takes Heloise from me. “He was watching in case you needed help. He said you’re a really good fighter in case he fails to mention it.”

      “I might be good,” I say, “but I wasn’t prepared for that. If you hadn’t raised the zombie—and Holly didn’t get her gag off—I’d have lost.”

      “Which you recognize,” Derek says. “That’s the first step. You did well, which I would have told you.” A mock glare at Chloe before he turns to me. “Not sure I’d have known what to do with the teleporting guy, either. I can give you some tips for benandanti, though. First, let’s make sure these two are—”

      “Kate!” a voice shouts from below as footsteps thump through the cabin.

      Chloe smiles. “I think step one is making sure your brother knows you’re okay.”

      I hurry to the ladder and reach the bottom just as Logan bursts through the workshop doorway.

      “So our conference was infiltrated by evil necromancers, and our head counselor is actually a mercenary assassin,” I say. “I thought this camp was going to suck, but I gotta admit, these were the best team-building exercises ever.”

      He strides across the floor and catches me up in a hug, and I throw my arms around his neck and squeeze as tight as I can.
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      Ten minutes later, we’re in the spot where Nick dropped us off less than forty-eight hours ago. We’ve hauled Heloise and her three accomplices from Renée’s house, and we’re sitting under Holly’s spell light, waiting, when Paige and Savannah come roaring down the dirt road in the rental car.

      We explain that Tricia is actually an assassin come to kill a witch in the forest. Do we give the witch’s name? Do we point out her cabin less than a hundred feet away, hidden in trees and night darkness? No. While all this will come out eventually, there’s no need to get into it now. I notice Savannah’s gaze shunting in the direction of the cabin, as if she senses the magic there, but she doesn’t say. There’s no need to expose Renée right now when she clearly didn’t want to meet Paige.

      As for the dead counselor Kate and I found in her bed, Savannah thinks that was Heloise. The counselor found out something was up and Heloise murdered her, planning to blame the out-of-control half-demons.

      A helicopter arrives while we’re explaining. Lucean contract employees flown in to handle cleanup. Heloise, her confederates and the necromancers will all face Cabal and council justice. Others are flying in to help the still-unconscious campers and deal with their parents.

      For us, it’s back to the conference center, where exhaustion hits us. We have solved the mysteries, captured the perpetrators and led responsible adults back to tend to the wounded. Once that’s done, we shut down, milling about and slurring our words until I notice Kate and Allan have drifted off, and before I can comment, I’m out, too.

      The only person who didn’t seem exhausted was Mason. He stayed on the edge of all conversations, and I kept losing sight of him, worrying that he’d slipped away, only to glimpse him as he wandered about doing . . . whatever.

      No, not whatever. Avoiding me. He’s already drifting, waiting for the chance to escape. Yet when I wake from my brief doze, there’s a blanket tucked over me, and it smells of him and . . . and I don’t know what to make of that.

      I rise, determined to go find him. Then I spot a hulking shape standing watch over Kate, who’s sound asleep on Elijah’s shoulder, his arm around her as he sleeps. I smile at them. That’s my first reaction, too. Not jealousy or annoyance hidden under a fake smile. Genuine warmth that fills me on seeing them, and I am glad of that. Glad, too, that Mason is there, watching over them. Yet when I rise, a voice sounds in the distance, a voice that is undoubtedly Mason. I blink at the dark-haired figure by my sister, and my night vision adjusts until I realize it’s Derek.

      I stride forward, that watchful gaze suddenly seeming much more sinister. My sister is a werewolf, and I know from my mother that can mean trouble with males of our kind. In two steps, though, I see Derek’s face, and there’s none of that on it. He only seems to be watching her, his gaze turned inward, as if deep in thought.

      He hears me and turns with a nod of greeting. “Hey.”

      I nod back.

      He continues, “I promised Kate that I’d give her some pointers on fighting benandanti, but I’m not sure I’ll be around when she wakes up. Can you pass them on? Tell her I said sorry for not sticking around?”

      “You aren’t staying until our parents arrive, then.”

      He goes still, and a soft voice behind us says, “Rain check?”

      Chloe walks in from the hallway and joins Derek, his hand going to engulf hers.

      “Is it really a rain check?” I say. “Or a polite no? Because if I tell my mom that Derek has agreed to meet her, and he doesn’t, she’ll be disappointed. So will Davis.” I look at Derek. “That’s your cousin.”

      He nods, expression guarded.

      “He’s the only survivor of the strike against the Cains,” I continue. “Except for a few distant relatives, they’re all gone.”

      “I heard,” he says, face studiously blank.

      “I know you had a bad experience with them, but Davis is a good guy. He wouldn’t be in the Pack otherwise. He was never your typical Cain.” I pause. “I think you know what that’s like.”

      No answer.

      “He would love to meet you,” I say. “That doesn’t mean you need to consider joining the Pack. Meeting my mom doesn’t mean that, either. It’s making contact. Nothing more.”

      Silence. I glance at Kate and wish she was awake. She might call me the better politician, but she’s more persuasive. She could keep this light, a joking sales pitch, no pressure to buy.

      My tactic is to lay out all the advantages and make a logical argument. I know Derek’s a math whiz, but this isn’t about logic. What’s holding him back is emotion. Fear and a natural inclination to keep to himself, insulated with his small pack of friends.

      I glance at Chloe. She shakes her head. This has to be on him.

      Finally, he turns to her, and I don’t even see a look exchanged, but she nods and says, “I’ve spoken to Paige, who said the same thing. I’ll leave you my number. Call, and we’ll set something up.”

      “Off Pack territory,” Derek says. “Just your mom and you guys. Davis, too, if he wants.”

      “In other words, not my father.”

      “No, sorry,” Chloe says. “I understand he’s your mother’s bodyguard. If that means she can’t meet us without him, then we won’t be meeting. She can bring you two and Davis. That should be enough.”

      “It is,” I say. “The bodyguard thing is mostly an excuse to take her husband along. Mom is her own bodyguard.”

      Chloe smiles. “Having seen your sister fight, I don’t doubt it.”

      “One more thing before you go,” I say. “Mason. He’s an Edison Group subject. Project Valhalla.”

      “We heard that.”

      “Could you talk to him?”

      Derek’s brows lift. “Yeah, we can talk. Question is whether he wants to listen, and I get the impression he doesn’t.”

      “He said he does. He has questions.”

      Chloe says, “We also know an early Valhalla subject named Kat. Maybe he’ll accept an exchange of contact information.”

      “That’d be great,” I say. “And I’ll take those tips for Kate on fighting benandanti.”

      “I don’t think you’ll need to.” Chloe nods at Kate, who’s stretching, her eyes still closed, lips curled in a silent snarling yawn. “Derek can speak to both of you, and I’ll go track down Mason.”
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      It’s morning. Derek and Chloe are gone despite my best efforts. Chloe gave us her number, though, and promised they’d meet with us. Logan is off talking to Paige.

      We’re still in the conference center. All the campers have been bussed out, along with the necromancers and Heloise’s group. We’re just waiting to be picked up. Mom and Dad are due to arrive in an hour. I was hoping they could meet Holly and Allan, but a car has already arrived for them, their flights home booked, families anxious to get them home after their ordeal.

      I walk into Allan’s room where he’s grabbing his bag.

      “Goodbye hug?” I ask.

      He smiles. “Absolutely.”

      We embrace, and he gives me an extra squeeze, saying, “Can we keep in touch?”

      “That’s up to you because I am definitely keeping in touch. Annoying messages at all hours, commencing now. I hope you like puppy memes.”

      “I’m more of a cat person.”

      I arch my brows in mock affront. “No wonder we didn’t work out together. We’ll need to see whether Chloe can fix you up with a nice skin-walker.”

      He grins. “I wouldn’t say no. You may send me puppy memes, though.” He hefts his bag onto his shoulder. “Also, I’m joining the Sabrinas.”

      “Are you now?”

      “Yeah. Holly made me see that I need more witch magic in my life. It’s been . . .” He wrinkles his nose. “Complicated. Witches are female, sorcerers are male, so I must be a sorcerer. Except I’m not. I’m a guy, and I’m a witch. I want to be a witch. So I will be.”

      “Excellent choice.” I hug him again. “Now there is a chauffeured ride waiting for you, and I need to talk to Holly before you two leave.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey,” Holly says as we meet in the hall. “I was just going to go find you.”

      “Beat you to it.”

      We stand in awkward silence. Then, in unison, we say, “I’m sorry.”

      Holly cocks a brow. “What are you sorry for?”

      “Letting you get taken hostage.”

      She sputters. “I’ll have you know I got taken hostage all by myself. Heloise tricked us both, and I just feel better knowing I’m not the only one she fooled. Also, I’ll have you know that I got free from my gag not once, but twice.”

      “Saving my ass the second time, and trying to save it the first with that barrier spell. Very nicely done.”

      “Would have been nicer if I could have taken her down before she put the gag on in the first place. She got me up into that attic by insisting on seeing the mummy so she could properly report it. The flashlight went out, and it seemed like two people grabbed me and tied me up. When the light came on, it was just her, and I felt like a fool.”

      “Her teleporting half-demon buddy helped.”

      “Yep. That makes me feel better, but it still proves that I’m not ready for solo missions.”

      “Ditto. We tried. We learned. We still succeeded.”

      She sighs. “Except for the total failure of my actual mission. I never even saw Renée Livingston.”

      “But now she knows who you are, and she’ll know you did protect her. I call that mission semi-accomplished.”

      We embrace. As we part, Holly says, “So after I completely misrepresented myself, is there any chance of still getting your number, roomie?”

      “Only if you actually want it and don’t just feel obligated.”

      She makes a face. “Obligated? Me? Never.” She turns away, coloring slightly. “And you don’t need to feel obligated, either. I know we were kind of thrown together.”

      “By fate,” I say, hugging her again. “I totally want to stay in touch. Witches and werewolves make excellent friends. Just ask my mom and Paige.”

      “Uh, I heard that they hated each other at first.”

      “Hate is a strong word. Mutual dislike, which blossomed into close friendship. We’re just going to skip that first step.”

      “Excellent.”
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        * * *

      

      We see the spellcasters off, and then, as the hired car disappears, Elijah leans over and murmurs, “Can I talk to you? Before your folks show up?”

      My stomach clenches. I’d hoped he was staying to meet Mom, but I hadn’t dared ask. With Paige and Savannah buzzing about giving orders to the supernatural clean-up crew, I hadn’t heard Elijah or Mason’s departure plans. Now, as Elijah says that, I know what’s coming.

      He leads me into the forest. Once we’re out of earshot of everyone else, I say, “Will you at least keep in touch?”

      He looks over as if startled. “What?”

      “You’re going to tell me that you aren’t staying to meet my parents. Does that mean goodbye for good? Or just a solid no to any potential Pack recruitment drive?”

      He studies me for a moment. “If you honestly think this would be goodbye, then I have seriously done something wrong.”

      “I—”

      He takes my hands and squeezes them. “No need to answer that. I have done seriously wrong. I spent the last two days chasing you and then, when you turn my way, running in the other direction.”

      “Uh, if there was chasing, I totally missed it.”

      “Metaphorical chasing. Letting you know that I like you, and then fleeing, and then coming back, but making it very, very clear that my return changes nothing, only to make out with you again.”

      “I liked the making out part. The running away?” I shrug. “For a predator, I’m not actually all that keen on the chase. Not that sort, at least. Especially when I got the sense you weren’t just playing hard to get.”

      “I wasn’t. The thing is . . .” He eases back on his heels, locs swaying as he shakes his head. “I’m going to try to explain, and I will probably screw this up, but here goes. When I was a kid, I was tall for my age. Naturally, being a tall Black kid, everyone pushed me toward hoops. I liked it well enough, but basketball wasn’t my thing. Still, I spent years playing because everyone said it should be my thing. Last year, I finally said, screw this, it’s time to grow up and say I don’t want to be on the team.”

      “Okay . . .”

      “You’re the opposite of basketball, KitKat.”

      “Okay . . .”

      “I met you. I liked you. Really liked you. Then, that first night, I woke up in a cold sweat. I was making out with the Pack Alpha’s daughter. I liked the Pack Alpha’s daughter.”

      “Which is bad because you blame the Pack for your brother’s death.”

      “My dad did. He sent his son to the Pack, thinking it would be the best and safest life for a werewolf. Then Logan died. Dad blamed himself, and he blamed the Pack. If there’s one message he hammered in, it was to stay far from the Pack. He didn’t think they intentionally killed my brother but . . .” He shrugs. “Black guy dies first. It’s a stereotype for a reason. We’re expendable.”

      “That’s not—”

      “I don’t know how it was, Kate. You want me to say that I understand, but I don’t have enough data to do that. What I do know is that you’re not your parents. You’re not the entire Pack. I like you, and if there’s a chance we can make this work—whatever the Pack did or didn’t do to my brother—then I want to take that chance.”

      I open my mouth, and he puts one finger softly to my lips.

      “I will talk to your parents. Whether you give me another chance or not, I’m staying, and I’m speaking to them. I might say that I don’t know what happened with my brother, but I’m optimistic that my dad was mistaken. He thought his son was sacrificed to the cause. Either as cannon fodder or because no one was watching his back. The odd guy out. The expendable one. But I don’t think people like that could have raised you and your brother. You came to my rescue even after I was a jerk to you. Logan watched out for me even when he didn’t trust me. I’ll talk to your parents. Today, if possible. But this is about us.”

      He looks me in the eye. “I screwed up. I freaked out and didn’t handle it maturely, and I hurt you. I’m hoping, whatever you decide, that you can forgive me for that.”

      “Yes, you didn’t handle it well, but I’m not sure I’d have done any better, especially with all the craziness going on around us. I won’t pretend I wasn’t hurt, but I get it. I was the enemy. I was part of the group that you grew up believing betrayed your brother. I appreciate that you’ve realized, whatever happened with your Logan, that wasn’t me.”

      “I do.” He takes a deep breath. “Okay, step one down. Step two.” He puts his hands on my waist, holding me at arm’s length. “I like you in case that isn’t clear. I kept telling myself I couldn’t possibly like you that much, that fast. But it just . . .”

      He meets my eyes again. “There’s something here, and if I don’t find out what it is, I’m always going to wonder what it could have been. Maybe that’s too fast for you. Maybe I’ve blown it already. If so, then I’d just like to get to know you better, Kate Danvers, however you’ll take me.”

      I nod, my gaze sliding from his. His hands tense.

      I take a deep breath and look up at him. “I really do like you but—”

      He jumps back, hands jerking away as if scalded. He lifts them between us. “Got it. Friendship it is, and that’s fine, really, it’s fine—”

      “Can I finish?” I say. “Please?”

      He nods with obvious reluctance, certain that he doesn’t want to hear what I have to say.

      I step closer and look at him. “I really like you, Elijah, but I am not ready for a boyfriend. A fake one? Sure. All the making out. None of the pressure.”

      He laughs under his breath, gaze still not meeting mine.

      “I got burned,” I say. “That has nothing to do with you, but yes, your back-and-forth stung, and it made me realize I’m still a little too vulnerable. I get the feeling . . .” I swallow. “My last boyfriend hurt me, but that was mostly my pride and my confidence. I get the feeling you could do a whole lot more damage.”

      “I wouldn’t—”

      I cut him off with a quick kiss, leaning in to barely brush his lips. “I don’t mean like that. I mean I could fall for you. Really fall hard, and I’m just . . .”

      “Not ready to take that chance?”

      I tilt my head as I study his face. “I think you’re worth the risk. But I need you to meet my parents first. See how that goes. I’m not saying you need to trust them to be with me, but I need to know where that stands. Does that make sense?”

      He nods. “It does.” He places his hands on my hips again. “You need me to slow down.”

      “Mmm, not so much slow down as to be sure.”

      “Be sure I won’t freak out and change my mind again? I won’t. But I get what you mean, and you’re right. We both need to be sure.” He moves closer, eyes right in front of mine. “You could break my heart, Kate Danvers.”

      “And you could break mine.” I meet his gaze. “Nothing we can do to stop that, but at least we can make sure we get off to a good start. Get to know each other better, meet my parents, decide how you feel about them, go into this with our eyes open.”

      “Perfectly reasonable.” His hands tighten on my waist. “So, I guess that means no more making out.”

      “Did you miss the part about getting to know each other better?”

      He chuckles. “Also reasonable,” he says, and leans in and pauses, breath tickling my lips, his brows lifted in question. I wrap my arms around his neck, cross that last quarter inch and answer that question.
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      Mom and Dad are due here at any moment. I’m standing outside, peering down the tree-shrouded road when I catch the rumble of an unfamiliar car. A black Mercedes appears.

      “That’d be my ride,” says a voice behind me.

      I turn to see Mason with his bag slung over his shoulder.

      “Were you going to say goodbye before you left?” I ask.

      “I am, aren’t I?”

      I tense and struggle to keep my voice casual. “A last-minute wave as you climb into the car. Guess that answers the question.”

      “What question?”

      “Where we stand. I rejected you, and you can’t get away from me fast enough.”

      “Yeah, pup.” He settles back on his heels. “It’s weird. Other people, when they get rejected, they can’t wait to dive in for further humiliation.”

      “And if I was some guy you met at camp, barely exchanged two words with, I could see that. But, strange thing, I got the impression you actually kind of liked me, regardless of whether I wanted more. Guess I know better.”

      His jaw sets as his gaze flits away. The black car parks down the lane. The driver stays in the car, patiently waiting.

      “Well, that’s your ride,” I say. “Don’t break your ankle running to catch it.”

      A low rumble. It takes me a moment to realize it’s a chuckle. “Your sister isn’t the only one who inherited the snark gene, is she? You just hide it better.”

      “I hide my temper better. As Clay Danvers’s son, I need to.”

      He swings his bag to the ground. “Yeah, I can see that.”

      When he doesn’t continue, I say, “You caught me off guard with the kiss. As you might have noticed, I’m a little tightly wound. Maybe that made you think surprise would be a good tactic. Except to me, it wasn’t surprise. It was an ambush. If you didn’t intend it that way, we could have talked it out. You wouldn’t.”

      He still says nothing, but his bag remains at his feet, meaning he is listening.

      “I’m sure it’s not easy, finding out if someone’s interested,” I say. “It’s tough enough for straight guys. Must be even harder if you’re gay.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” he says, gaze fixed on the forest. “Never tried it before.”

      “And the first time you do, you got rejected.”

      “So what am I supposed to do?” he says, still looking at that forest. “Ask if you like guys? I tried, and you wouldn’t answer. So I decided to find out.”

      “I did answer,” I say. “I answered in the only way I can. I don’t have a preference. That should mean I’m bi, but I’m not sure it does. It literally just means I don’t care about gender. I’m attracted to the person . . . once I get to know them.”

      “And you’re not attracted to me.”

      I don’t answer. He reaches for his bag.

      “Is that it, then?” I say. “If I’m not attracted to you, then you’ll walk away. I’m not enough otherwise? Not as a friend. Not even as an acquaintance.”

      He hesitates. Then he lowers the bag and exhales before looking at me. “You don’t make this easy, Danvers.”

      “I’m not trying to make it hard, either. You ask whether I’m attracted to you. I hesitated because I’m not sure how to answer that. If I say yes, then you might take that as a guarantee. I really do need to get to know you better, and if that sounds weird, then I guess I’m weird, and you need to decide what you want to do about that.”

      He slides a careful look my way.

      “It’s not a pop quiz, Mason,” I say. “If you only want to stay in touch in hopes of getting more, then walk away now. Otherwise . . .” I lift my cell phone. “Give me your number.”

      He takes my phone and taps something in. His own phone buzzes with a message. He hands me back mine, and I see what he sent himself from my phone.

      Mason is an asshole.

      I chuckle. “I never said that.”

      “But you wanted to,” he says as he taps something into his phone. He hits a button, and the message appears on my screen.

      Thank you for not giving up on me.

      Our eyes meet. He nods and says, “I’ll be in touch.”

      “Good.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mason leaves, and I walk around after that, deep in thought. I’m back inside when I hear familiar footsteps, and for a second, I’m confused. Why am I hearing my dad’s footsteps here?

      Uh, because they were on their way to pick you up? Because you were literally just outside waiting for them?

      I’m striding to find them when a blast of music sounds. Then Kate’s laugh. I follow it to the common room where she’s sitting on a sofa with Elijah, her feet curled under her, the two of them leaning over a phone, laughing at something on the screen. Elijah says something, and she socks him in the shoulder.

      I’m about to step through when I realize I’m not the only person watching. There’s a second doorway, and Dad’s in it. He’s staring at them as if he’s seeing a mirage. There’s this look on his face . . .

      I don’t know the whole story of Logan Jensen and my parents. Growing up, you only get scraps of your parents’ past. The parts they deem suitable for offspring consumption. I know Logan was Mom’s best friend. I know he didn’t really get along with my dad.

      I also know it was never more than friendship between Mom and Logan. But now, seeing the consternation on Dad’s face, I wonder whether that mattered. Mom and Dad had a very rocky early relationship, and I think of my own unsteady relationship with Kate, my initial jealousy over her sudden bond with this stranger.

      Had Dad been jealous of Logan? In his case, it would have been even harder, wondering whether their friendship could become something more, whether Logan Jensen could usurp him entirely in Mom’s life.

      I look at Dad’s face, at his first reaction seeing Kate and Elijah giggling on the couch, and I remember that picture of Mom and Logan doing the same, and I know that’s what Dad’s seeing. He’s walked in and stumbled back in time.

      I slip into the hall and circle around to him, whispering, “Hey, Dad,” before I sneak up. He gives a start and turns, and that’s when Mom appears from around the corner. She sees us and walks over, smiling, arms out for a hug. I fall into them, and as we part, she glances into the room, sees Kate and Elijah and freezes, blinking.

      “He’s his brother,” I say. “Half brother.”

      She nods, gaze still fixed on them. Then she takes a faltering step into the room, and Kate catches her scent. Her head whips up as she breaks into a grin and leaps to her feet. Three running steps, and she’s in Mom’s arms, and then Dad’s, hugging them both.

      When she steps back, she glances at Elijah, awkwardly poised by the sofa, cell phone clenched in one hand. Kate jogs to him and lays a hand on his arm.

      “Mom, Dad,” she says. “This is Elijah.”

      Mom takes one step toward him, her eyes glistening with tears as she smiles. “You look so much like your brother.”

      “I’ve heard that.”

      Kate leads him over, and for a moment, Mom just looks at him. Then she opens her arms and says, “I’m not really the hugging type, but may I?”

      He nods, and she folds him into a quick embrace before pulling back. Then Dad’s there, his hand outstretched.

      “Clay Danvers,” he says.

      Elijah takes his hand. “Good to meet you, sir.”

      Kate lays her hand on his arm again. Dad doesn’t fail to notice that, but he only nods.

      “Before we go, Elijah would like to talk to you two,” Kate says.

      “If that’s all right,” Elijah says. “I know you probably just want to get back home.”

      “Our kids are safe,” Mom says. “And right now, I’d like nothing more than to talk to you.”

      “Can we do it over brunch?” Kate says. “I’m starving.”

      Mom smiles. “I’m sure you’re all starving. Let’s go eat and talk then.”
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        * * *

      

      We’re back at Stonehaven. It’s late afternoon, and I’m unpacking in my room when Kate bounces in. She hops onto my bed, grinning.

      “Wedding plans going well, I presume?” I say as I lift out a folded shirt.

      She rolls her eyes. “Very funny.”

      “Elijah is downstairs. His mom is hopping on a plane to come visit. Half the Pack will be here tomorrow to meet him. Pretty sure you’re going to be picking out your china by the weekend.”

      She rolls her eyes again, but she still can’t stop grinning, and I’m happy for her. Despite my teasing, I’m happy about far more than my sister finding a guy she likes. She found a friend, too. More than one. She’s already been in contact with Holly, arranging to meet up with both her and Allan later this summer. Elijah’s found something, too. A potential Pack. He spent hours talking with my parents, and while he’s not exactly ready to sign on the dotted line, his mom’s coming to meet my parents and allay her own concerns. It’s good for Kate and good for him, too, and I’m happy.

      I’m also happy that I was included in the invitation to hang out with Holly and Allan. My sister may have been the one in obvious need of friends, but I’m going to be doing some serious weeding of my social circle, too, after discovering the hell my sister went through post-breakup. My last year of high school probably won’t be very comfortable, especially with Kate adamant that we not switch schools. But I think I’m going to like being a little less popular. I’ll find out who my real human friends are while enlarging my circle of supernatural ones.

      “So where’s the groom?” I say as I close my dresser drawer.

      “Elijah is with Jeremy, who’s showing him Logan’s page in the Legacy. I figured they should do that alone.” She sits up. “Speaking of potential boyfriends, did Mason ever make his move?”

      I arch my brows. “Mason?”

      “Don’t look so shocked. He’s totally crushing on you, and it’s adorable. Any chance it’ll be requited?”

      “I’m working that out.” I zip up my duffel bag. “I’d like to talk to you about it if that’s okay.”

      “We can talk now. Or we can sneak out for a run first while Elijah’s busy with Jeremy.”

      “A run sounds good. A run and a talk.”

      She hops up and hooks her arm through mine. “The forest and boy-talk awaits.”

      I smile and let her lead me out the door.
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