
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: A picture containing indoor, metalware  Description automatically generated] 
 
    The Mended Wand 
 
      
 
    By Marisa Claire 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Broken Wand Academy Copyright © 2022 by Torment Publishing. All Rights Reserved. 
 
    [image: logobigBW.png]

All rights reserved. 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 permission in writing from the author. The only exception is by a reviewer, who may quote short excerpts in a review. 

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

Broken Wand Academy - Season Two: The Mended Wand 
 
    Marisa Claire, Jenetta Penner, and David R. Bernstein 
 
    www.tormentpublishing.com 
www.marisaclaire.com 
 
    www.davidrbernstein.com 
 
    www.jenettapenner.com 
 
    

  
 
  
 
  
   
    Contents: 
 
    CHAPTER ONE: REMI 
 
    CHAPTER TWO: REMI 
 
    CHAPTER THREE: MEENA 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR: MEENA 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE: MEENA 
 
    CHAPTER SIX: RAHM 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN: RAHM 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT: MEENA 
 
    CHAPTER NINE: MEENA 
 
    CHAPTER TEN: MEENA 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN: MEENA 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE: RAHM 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN: MEENA 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN: RAHM 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN: MEENA 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN: RAHM 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: REMI 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTTEEN: MEENA 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE: REMI 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Shhh… good girl… good Remi…” 
 
    Meena’s soothing voice lingered in my ears, her comforting touch in the fur between them. My right rear paw scratched at the crisp white sheets twisted all around me, and I stretched out my neck, burrowing my muzzle in the downy depths of a shredded hotel pillow. Nobody had scratched my ears like that since Mom —  
 
    My eyes flew open with a sharp inhalation, sucking a flock’s worth of feathers halfway to my lungs before I sneezed them all out with such force that my hindquarters popped off the bed into a play bow. I froze, fluffy tail curled over my hip like a question mark in the darkness. 
 
    What the—? 
 
    I smacked my lips, unnerved by the taste of my cousin’s blood, shampoo, and… ear wax? Um, since when did my subconscious produce such vivid original content? I rarely dreamed these days, thanks to Laith’s incredible talent for shutting off my brain, but whenever I did, it was usually a rerun. This had been more of a remix. Like some creepy underground DJ had added a Gothic synthwave beat to all my trauma’s greatest hits.  
 
    At least I woke up before the bass dropped… 
 
    I shook my head so hard my ears flapped, and Laith murmured in his sleep, brushing a tuft of white fluff off his whiskered cheek. His hand landed on the fitted sheet, caressing the fine cotton as if dreaming about an activity I’d enjoy even more than a head scratch. A smile quirked the corner of his mouth that wasn’t smushed against his pillow, and my tail swished, flinging the final shreds of nightmare from my mind.  
 
    I glanced at the clock on Laith’s nightstand, but my wolf eyes couldn’t make sense of the glowing red symbols, so they settled on the Indiana Jones cosplay purse slouched next to it instead. Reality came crashing down, collapsing me into a bitter heap. Laith wasn’t supposed to be hiding anything inside that stupid satchel except for the things he needed to make himself pretty and not make me pregnant, but now… 
 
    Well, let’s just say it probably wasn’t a coincidence I’d dreamed of burning the world down. Betrayal lurked around every corner of the Tooth & Claw Society, including my own bedroom it turned out. I felt the urge to lick my paws the way I had after losing Mom, but I refused to make this new wound part of my body. No, I would just keep doing what I’d been doing and make my pain part of the décor.  
 
    I heaved a sighed into the carcass of my pillow, stirring up another flurry of goose down. We should’ve just paid the pet deposit. Now we were going to get fined for the pet deposit, and that would’ve been embarrassing even if I were nothing more than your average American heiress taking a gap year abroad. But I was so much more.  
 
    Too much more… 
 
    Three weeks had passed since my wolf came back, making me the only shifter in history to have two different animals from two different mothers—on top of being one of only two known shifters left in existence who could also cast magic. Loved all that for me, really, but having two different extremely rare and incredibly powerful mental gifts was turning out to be a little bit more than my half-baked brain could bear.  
 
    That’s what everyone kept telling me anyway—that I wouldn’t be a real adult for five more years. Only then, when my brain finished baking, could I transition from symbolic figurehead to acting head of the Society. I’d been fine with this patronizing when it came from Diego, the actual paternal-type person in my life, but it had become increasingly clear without him around that the other Directors were just buying themselves time to bend me to their will. 
 
    Starting with my last name. They wanted me to go with Borden for better brand recognition since Belhollow meant nothing to anyone outside the Gladwell Academy and St. James came from the witch side of my family. I refused. They insisted. I punched my claws through the Board Room door and ripped it off its hinges.  
 
    And so it had gone. By the time we left London for Paris, the Hawtrey Academy’s hallowed halls were so riddled with holes that Director Grey, my chief handler in lieu of Diego, had decided to put us up in this swanky hotel rather than risk any of the magical relics on display at the Chairman’s country estate.  
 
    Fine by me. The less time I spent around the Directors’ memories of my mother, the better. I did my best not to breathe too deeply around any of them, especially the men, but I’d already smelled far more of Mom’s past than she would ever want me to see.  
 
    Isabel Borden was only sixteen years old when she arrived at Hawtrey—unloved, unmissed, and more than a little unhinged after her traumatic early shift. She was an abandoned house, primed for haunting, and the devil himself moved right in. Declan Helms was twenty-seven and one of her professors, but nobody stopped him. They let it all happen. They looked the other way.  
 
    I wanted to kill them. 
 
    I wanted to punch my claws through their sternums. 
 
    I wanted to rip out their hearts and— 
 
    Laith rolled onto his back with a grunt, dragging his hand to the patch of dark fur in the center of his chest. My hackles rose. He had some nerve being so handsome when I was so hurt. And he should have known I was hurt last night when I told him I was too tired for the thing I’d never been too tired for yet. But he’d just brazenly raked his gaze over my waist as if there could be no other explanation for my exhaustion than his baby.   
 
    Who wasn’t in there, but post-curse Laith had become incorrigible, so I’d just turned off my lamp and rolled over. Better for him to lie there in the dark daydreaming about teaching his little princess to braid her pony’s mane than for him to lie there planning some stupid, cheesy Valentine’s proposal.  
 
    I glowered at his ugly purse. 
 
    The ring was breathtaking. 
 
    Truly. We were enjoying breakfast in bed, after our sunrise view of the Eiffel Tower put us in an amorous mood, when Laith pushed his bag aside in just the right way for the metallic stench of treason to escape. I choked so hard you’d have thought he planted the damn thing in my savory crepe.  
 
    Nestled on a bed of white satin in a blue velvet box, the ring looked as though Laith had dove down to the wreck of the Titanic and chipped dozens of tiny blue diamonds off the necklace that crazy old woman threw overboard. Then he’d brought them back up and set them into the delicate interwoven strands of an 18K yellow gold infinity band. It was exactly the ring I would’ve picked out for myself if… 
 
    A soft whine escaped my throat, and Laith’s whole body spasmed, the hand on his chest falling to his side. I lifted my chin, tilting my head to study his tightly clenched jaw and the deep lines beneath his wavy forelock. My ears flattened, and I wiggled closer on my belly, forgetting everything except my insatiable need to take care of him.  
 
    But as my nose crossed the threshold of his open hairy armpit, the odor oozing from Laith’s pores abruptly changed from anxious manly onion grease to… pure Atlantic Ocean saltwater? A tidal wave of heat swept beneath my fur, leaving me crouched on my elbows and knees in a tangle of damp sheets and shredded PJs.  
 
    I sat up fast, sweeping my hair behind my ears and scenting the air. The sea breeze had vanished, and I wanted it back. Another whine escaped my throat, full of a longing beyond words, and the urge to crawl on top of Laith and kiss him awake returned. I needed to take care of him. I needed him to take care of me. And more importantly, I needed us to make something we could take care of together right now.  
 
    Huh?! 
 
    I scrambled backward, pulling the sheets up to my neck. Huge mistake because that yanked them down to Laith’s waist, and his abs—moon help me, those fence-mending, hay-hauling, horse-gentling abs… My bear had made me strong enough to crush a man’s skull between my human palms, but the muscles rippling down this man’s body made my body want to give him a reason to carry all the heavy things for me. 
 
    My fingers curled into the sheets, pulse fluttering like a caged bird inside my throat. The forbidden desire burned like an actual fever, slicking my skin with sweat to match Laith’s own. I watched his chest rise and fall, much faster than usual for my sound feline sleeper. Just how often was he emitting these intoxicating fumes in the middle of the night? Because he needed to chill out for about seven more years.  
 
    Trouble was, if I woke him up now and said, “Hey, buddy, you’re releasing some sort of potent musk that makes me want to turn Meena’s room into a nursery,” he’d get that look in his eyes, and we’d be on the next flight home to the hardware store. 
 
    Holy shift. That look… 
 
    I lurched back into a crouch, the scar on my left shoulder tingling with the spark of a theory only I could test. Laith’s worry lines ran so deep they looked downright painful now, and my ache to push back his hair and smooth his troubled brow with kisses ran even deeper. But I had to know, and there was only one way to know, so I gritted my teeth and lowered my nose to his glistening armpit… 
 
    Blood. Wine. Honey. 
 
    The taste of the cliff still clings to my lips, but I’m propped against Laith, not Meena, one arm slung over his chest, one leg hooked over his knee. My head bobs on the steady waves of his breath, memories cresting and crashing on top of one another. Rahm catching fire… Moonshine breaking loose… Claws bursting out… Meena fighting with her dad… Getting Meena wasted… Offering our ancestors blood, wine, and honey. 
 
    Meena must’ve poofed us home, but when? 
 
    I open one eye to find our bedroom splashed with dusk’s lavender light. Joyful Muppet Christmas music wafts up the stairs from the living room television, along with a cornucopia of holiday smells from the kitchen Rhea’s spent the whole day in. I don’t need my lost Scent Sight back to know that she and Diego found another way to grill my steak, even after all the trouble my infinite hunger caused.  
 
    My stomach roils with several giant helpings of greasy remorse. Two things can be true at once—Rhea and Diego are not my parents, and they both deserve a better daughter. Someone kind and considerate like Meena, who’s already a better sister to my brother than I’ll ever be. Bad enough I’m always rubbing my happily ever after in Rahm’s face, but making him see me black-out drunk on our first family holiday in over a decade? When I know he thinks Isaak would be here if only he’d been sober enough to resist Daniel’s control? When I know that’s why he’s determined to spend forever alone?  
 
    A mournful howl builds in my throat, even though my wolf is long gone. It’s tempting to blame my bad behavior on the new bear hormones, but I was a bitch before all this. Nothing’s really changed about my human self, and yet…  
 
    Laith is still here, holding me around the waist like he has no idea I’m not a pretty dental hygienist named Tiffany with smooth calves and social graces, or a sweet kindergarten teacher named Bethany who knows how to wear cardigans and make tiny people stop crying.  
 
    Not that I’ll ever need that skill…   
 
    I burrow into Laith’s flannel warmth, letting his body make my body feel as delicate as my heart. His fingers twine with mine where they curl in his shirt, the same fingers that could kill him in an instant if I startled right now, and I startle all the time, so I try to pull away, but he draws the palm that bound me to Daniel from his chest up to his lips. He kisses my scarred fate line, my bruised knuckles, my scabbed nails, and every tender brush of his lips serves as a reminder and a promise that he knows who I am and he will always hold my hand.  
 
    Even if it kills him.  
 
    My stifled howl comes out as a whimper.  
 
    “Okay there, Poodle?” Laith tips my chin to look up at him.   
 
    “I just want to be mates,” I blurt through wobbly lips.  
 
    “Oh.” He smiles his crooked smile. “I have some good news then.” 
 
    “No, I mean…” I duck back under his throat. “You called yourself my fiancé earlier. But I don’t want that. I just want to be mates.” 
 
    His pulse booms in my ear like a battering ram, and when he swallows, it sounds like a castle collapsing. I know how much he wants the big romantic fairy tale ending, but I’m not that kind of princess. I can’t even sing. Not like Tiffany or Bethany.  
 
    “So… you don’t want to get married?” Laith asks carefully. “Is that all you mean?” 
 
    I nod, smashing my nose against his collarbone. “I just want to be mates.”  
 
    “I’m sorry.” He kisses the top of my head. “I didn’t know those were different things.” 
 
    “Me neither,” I whisper, looping my arm under his and grasping the back of his shoulder. “I’m sorry. You didn’t do anything wrong.”  
 
    “Okay.” He nuzzles my hair. “Can I ask why though? I’m a little confused.” 
 
    I bite my lip so hard my teeth scrape his shirt. It doesn’t matter that I used Isaak’s magic to sew them back on; Diego’s severed fingers dangle in my mind like wind chimes on an ancient trailer house warning of a coming storm. It isn’t safe for anyone to call me home.  
 
    If I were selfless like Bethany, I would tell him to go find Tiffany, but I’m Remi, and I’m selfish, and I can’t pull the trigger on our love. Making it easy for him to leave, when he figures out what kind of woman he really deserves to be with… that’s as close as I can come.  
 
    “I just don’t want us bound,” I whisper, “by anything outside ourselves.” 
 
    He inhales slowly, not like he’s so upset he needs to meditate, but like this is something he always should’ve known. His arms tighten around me, and he rubs his cheek across the top of my head like the affectionate cat who respects my independence that he is.  
 
    “Okay.” He kisses my forehead. “Mated, not married.” 
 
    I slide my leg over both of his, pull myself almost into his lap. “Thank you.” 
 
    Laith hauls me all the way in, and I curl into his chest, wishing I could be some other clawless version of myself. His hands come to rest on the arm Daniel is no longer coiled around, more possessive than usual, and I yearn for him to lay me down and make me his in the way he hasn’t since the night Daniel died. 
 
    “One question.” Laith clears his throat. “So I know how to daydream.” 
 
    “Okay.” I thread my fingers through the curls behind his ear.  
 
    “So, um… kids?” His voice cracks a little. 
 
    “Baby…” I whimper into his shoulder, and I know I wasn’t honest with myself or Meena earlier. I’ll be sad when I’m twenty-seven. And I am sad right now. “You know we can’t.” 
 
    Because I failed. I don’t need to say the quiet part out loud because it’s the ambient noise of our lives now. I was born for one purpose, and I failed. I didn’t take Daniel alive, and he murdered my only other option, so I had no choice but to fail.  
 
    “It’s just a curse, Remi.” Laith pulls his knees up, squeezing my body close. “It could’ve happened to us anyway. So, as far as I’m concerned, it’s not over until you say—” 
 
    “It’s over.” I make myself meet his stricken gaze. “I won’t adopt a human child into this life. It’s not safe. I’m sorry. We can’t.” 
 
    “I can’t.” His hazel eyes darken. “But you could still… with a witch… we could ask…” 
 
    “Don’t.” I press my fingers to his lips. “Please don’t ask that of me. Now that word is out, someone will try to breed more curse-breakers, but it won’t be me.” 
 
    He flinches and then nods. I watch the emotions play across his face until I can’t stand it anymore and tuck my head back under his chin. His arms clamp me around, and I bunch the collar of his shirt into one hand. Something warm and wet hits the back of my ear and runs down my jaw. I let his tear cling there, wishing I could cry them all for him. 
 
    Wishing he would say the quiet part out loud: I failed.  
 
    Instead, he takes a ragged breath and says, “I wish I’d daydreamed sooner, before I knew how much it would hurt.” 
 
    I kiss the sweaty hollow of his throat. I’m nineteen. He’s twenty-one. We shouldn’t be having this conversation. We shouldn’t be saying good-bye to someone we never had the chance to imagine. The loss hits me like a primal tide, sweeping every rational thought from my mind. My human teeth clack together, a bear calling for a cub who will never answer. 
 
    “Remi?” Laith pushes me back so I’m straddling his lap. His gaze cuts through his thick lashes, the purity of his desire unraveling my shame. “If we could though, you and me…?” 
 
    “Then you’d need a bigger ranch, Cowboy,” I growl, combing my fingers through his hair to pull his mouth to mine, and a heartbeat later, I’m on my back, and he’s kissing me like anything is possible and everything will be okay… 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWO: REMI 
 
      
 
      
 
    I threw myself backward, gasping for air like I’d been down to the Titanic, and even though I hadn’t caught a single whiff of sea breeze during my vision, I knew it had been present in Laith’s heartbroken sweat. And I knew my theory was correct.  
 
    What my wolf nose perceived as an aphrodisiac, my human nose couldn’t detect. And yet, the effect it had on me was so powerful it occupied a category of odors that held only Mom’s soup. Nothing else had ever made me relive one of my own memories.   
 
    I also knew that if I dove back in, I’d see another sweaty scene, six weeks later, when I’d led Laith up the stairs to our bathroom, handed him the pink-packaged test Rhea had slipped me after dinner, and said, “I’ve done the math, and I’m probably not, but Rhea is, and Diego’s the dad, so, um, now we have to take this.” He’d stumbled back against the counter, awestruck eyes going straight to my stomach, and all I could think to say was, “That’s just soup, my dude.”  
 
    Not very Tiffany of me… 
 
    Laith snarled in his sleep, flashing his teeth, and the protective sound did nothing for my sanity. Given that I wasn’t living in a constant state of feverish yearning for more responsibility, I could deduce that he only released the secret sea breeze when he was actively thinking about our baby, so he must’ve been dreaming about keeping our baby safe, and that was— 
 
    He shot up with a scream halfway between human and cougar, knocking me aside with his wildly reaching arms. I caught a glimpse of amber lion eyes burning in his sockets right before his whole body convulsed, and he pitched backward, coughing and clutching at his throat. Then he was still. 
 
    “Laith!” I pounced on him, the worst fear I’d ever known pumping so much healing magic into my right hand that it lit up the room.  
 
    “I’m okay,” he croaked, arms crushing me to his chest. I lay there trembling as the magic receded and our breaths began to sync up and slow down. “Bad dream.” 
 
    “What the hell happened?” I pushed up enough to look at him. “You had cat eyes.” 
 
    “I was shifting, and then—” He rubbed his throat. “I woke up.” 
 
    “Always wake up,” I whispered, smoothing his hair and stroking his face. “Please.” 
 
    He leaned his cheek into my hand, nuzzling his nose against my wrist. His eyelashes fluttered in apparent bliss, and then he looked up at me with hooded eyes and a lopsided smile. “Are you still tired?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said quickly, sliding off to his side. “I had a bad dream too.” 
 
    “Huh.” He rolled over to face me. “Bet I could make you forget it.” 
 
    I laughed nervously. “Bet you couldn’t.” 
 
    He bit the side of his smile and leaned in for a kiss, but I pulled ‘the Braden’ and offered him my cheek instead. He took it as an invitation to kiss my jaw, my neck, my collarbone… I grabbed his hair and pulled him off me, even though I wanted him to keep going like I never had before. 
 
    He batted those damn lashes, and I remembered too late that he liked it when I pulled his hair. “We could play Financial Trouble at the Reindeer Ranch…” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “It’s not Christmas.” 
 
    “Groundhog Farm,” he murmured, ips finding their way back to my skin. 
 
    “No!” I laughed and pushed him back. “That was yesterday. Maybe next year.” 
 
    “Fine, then. Easter bunnies.” He waggled his eyebrows. “They’re eating me out of house and home because they won’t stop—” 
 
    “Put them in different hutches, dumbass.” I ruffled his hair. “Problem solved.” 
 
    “Remi, please?” His eyes and voice tightened as if in pain. “I know I shouldn’t push, but… my budget really needs to be balanced right now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll bet,” I snorted, eyes darting toward his bag.  
 
    “Shit.” Laith cringed. “Remi. Wait. I can explain.” 
 
    I flopped onto my back and crossed my arms. “Can you really?” 
 
    “Yes.” He leaned over me, frown dripping with chagrin. “Director Grey ambushed me while you were in a meeting. She told me she wanted to take me somewhere to buy you something nice for—” 
 
    “You didn’t even buy it yourself?!” I shouted, bolting upright. 
 
    “No, I did!” He grasped my hands. “I promise. When we got there, it was obvious what she’d brought me to look at, and I was just humoring her, but then I saw that one and—wait, do you like it? I don’t want to embarrass myself here.” 
 
    “It’s perfect, you coward.” I scowled at the ceiling. “Why didn’t you tell her no?” 
 
    “Because it didn’t feel like an option.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “And I didn’t want to get disappeared.”  
 
    I looked at him, alarmed. “Is that something you’re afraid of?” 
 
    He glanced down. “It’s happened before.” 
 
    “Laith…” My eyes thudded shut under the weight of those memories.  
 
    “It’s fine,” Laith said gruffly. “I’m fine. And I’m sorry I bought the ring. I just knew that if I didn’t, one would show up in my bag anyway, and it would be all wrong for you. I couldn’t have that, okay? If they’re going to force your hand…” 
 
    “Force my hand? Are you serious right now?” 
 
    He nodded gravely.  
 
    “Why? What do the Directors care if we’re married or not? Mom and the Chairman never—Oh. I see.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Laith grimaced. “They, uh, want to run us on the traditional family values platform. Grey even suggested we stop trying to conceive until after the wedding.” 
 
    We stared at each other for a long moment until we cracked up. I pulled him into my arms and fell back on my ruined pillow, burying my face in his curls. I never should have doubted him. I knew him just as well as he knew me. We were best friends, and not in an obligatory social media anniversary status kind of way. He was the person I wanted to do everything with. Give everything to.  
 
    My laughter faded. “It really is perfect. The ring. You did good, Cowboy.” 
 
    I couldn’t see his face, but I felt him smile against my chest. “I know my girl.” 
 
    “Then you know why I still can’t—”  
 
    “She wants me to propose on Valentine’s Day,” Laith cut me off. “For a summer wedding. And a spring heir.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. Of course. Even now, after everything. Not a baby. Not a child. Just a symbol to assign a future to. What would happen if I didn’t comply? Would they throw a coup? Put another Declan Helms in charge? With the curse broken and our global numbers at an all-time low, it wouldn’t be the slightest bit dramatic to say I was the only thing standing between the Board and a mandatory breeding order.  
 
    “No one’s ever going to let me figure this out for myself, are they?” 
 
    “I am,” Laith said fiercely, splaying his hand across my core, turning everything inside me into molten lava. “Married or mated, it’s not time until you say—.” 
 
    “It’s time,” I whispered.  
 
    Laith pushed up very slowly, but where I expected to see that look, I found only deep concern. “Remi, no, they’re not going to bully you—” 
 
    “Shhh.” I brushed his hair back and kissed his brow. “This is how I don’t get bullied, Laith. We do it now. On our own terms.”  
 
    “Now?” His eyes widened. “Like, now?”  
 
    “Yeah, like, right now.” I ran my hands over his broad shoulders and bit my lip, suddenly shy. “I mean, if that’s something you want…” 
 
    “Remi,” Laith purred, cupping my cheek . “You know if that test had been positive, I’d have been all in, but we were literally just laughing because we’ve been trying so comically hard not to take one again.” He glanced at his bag. “Most guys don’t carry a six-month supply with them at all times.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, for some reason, my team of top-notch scientists don’t seem super interested in getting back to me on the potential side effects of hormonal birth control in women who can turn into animals, so thank you, Laith, for being such a good sport, but this is me letting you know I’ve changed my mind, and I would like to start trying.” I slipped into the icy accountant’s voice. “Right. Now.” 
 
    Laith closed his eyes, took a deep meditative breath, and then released it slowly into my face, which only intensified my need. I still couldn’t detect anything unusual with my human nose, but I knew if my wolf or bear were present, she’d be smelling high tide. So why wasn’t he giving me the look? I wanted the look. I wanted him to take me like he took me on Thanksgiving. A pathetic whine escaped my throat.  
 
    He gave me a look, but it wasn’t the look. “Are you sure you’re not just doing this because it’s easier than telling the Board to back off?” 
 
    “Mmm, nope, pretty sure this is gonna be harder, so how about you stop talking and start kissing me in a way that fully expresses your gratitude—” 
 
    “I meant this part is easier.” He rolled his eyes. “I know the rest of it will be a hell of a lot harder. That’s why I have to be sure you’re analyzing all your options.” 
 
    I blew a frustrated sigh into his face, hoping maybe I made my own secret smell that would make him see reason. “I can’t tell the Board to back off because I don’t know how to run a global government, but since I broke the curse, I have to run the global government or else they’re going to find brand new ways to be evil. So whatever game they’re playing, I have to play along. But I will not let the same people who treated my mother like a whore sell me to the public as some sort of virgin saint because that’s what benefits them now. So, you’re not going to let that happen either, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” A smile flickered over his lips, and his body finally melted onto mine. “I do stan a petty queen.”  
 
    “Good boy.” I ruffled his hair and tugged his face down to mine. “But it’s more than that. I know we’re too young, and I know we’re not ready, but I know that as long as we’re together, we’ll do just fine.” I kissed my way across his cheek until my lips were pressed to his ear. “This is how I want us to be bound.” 
 
    He made a wild animal sound that surpassed even the look, and then he was kissing me like anything was possible and everything would be okay, and we would take care of each other through all of it, and our child would know they were made from and for nothing but true love, just as he’d promised me in those dark hours before Mom set me free from Daniel…  
 
    And then he stopped.  
 
    Before he’d actually started. 
 
    “One question.” Hazel eyes searched mine. “So I know how to daydream.” 
 
    A high-pitched “Uh-huh?” was all I could manage. 
 
    “You’ll do it for, like, the whole nine months, right?” 
 
    “No, Laith, I thought we’d switch back and forth.” I wrapped my leg around him. “But I want to go first, so if you could just—” 
 
    “I’m serious, Remi.” The fear in his eyes cooled the lava inside me to hard black obsidian. “I know you may have to shift now and then. Maybe you’re even supposed to, but you can’t stay that way, okay?” He swallowed. “I think it’s bad for the baby.” 
 
    The baby. 
 
    The earth tilted so violently it threw the whole universe into free fall, and my stomach heaved so hard I had to sit up. Laith’s voice echoed from somewhere far away as I remembered everything the nightmare version of me had been remembering all throughout my rancid dream. Everything playing on a constant loop inside her twisted mind while she razed Broken Wand and vampire-slayed Chancellor Singh for cursing us in the first place. Everything she hoped Mom would forgive and forget if she presented her with that rotten heart gift.  
 
    “Laith…” I could barely get the words out through my clacking teeth. “How do you know about Dice?” 
 
    My mate rocked backward, touching his throat. “How do you know his name?” 
 
    We stared at each other for a long moment, but this time we didn’t laugh. I clenched my jaw to stop myself from calling out for a cub who didn’t exist. Laith and I had shared a dream. Not the strangest thing we’d ever been through. No need to worry.  
 
    Except… whose subconscious had conjured up a version of me that would leave her newborn baby all alone in a cave? Because I could handle my own angst, but if Laith had any doubts—any fears—about what kind of mother I’d be… 
 
    My phone rang.  
 
    Laith looked toward my nightstand. “It’s your—Rhea.” 
 
    “What?” My brow wrinkled, but nothing else wanted to move. “It’s, like, two a.m. there. Why would she—”  
 
    My heart plunged into my stomach, and I whirled around to snatch up my phone as the obnoxious tinkling continued. Most of my contacts had their own theme songs, but I’d been paralyzed with indecision over what hers should be. I swiped to answer, not even registering I’d accepted a video call until her puffy red eyes confirmed my fear. 
 
    “The baby…” 
 
    She blinked a few times, eyelashes glittering with tears, and then covered her mouth with one hand. “Oh, no, angel, the baby’s fine. Right where she should be.” 
 
    Laith’s head popped over my shoulder. “Moonshine? Barn Cat?” 
 
    “No, no, also right where they should be.” Rhea lifted Moonshine’s yellow emotional support tabby into the frame to prove it, even though he was actually not supposed to be on my couch. “I’m sorry. I’m a little—I don’t understand what’s happening. Castle came and got Diego. There was an accident.” Her lips wobbled. “Your brother and Meena.”  
 
    “Wait, what?” I leaned forward as if I could crawl through the screen, and Laith’s arm snaked around my waist. “What kind of accident?” 
 
    “Sunfire,” Rhea whimpered. “There was an explosion, but there’s a chance… some sort of wormhole… they may have escaped through…” 
 
    “A wormhole?!” My face twisted with confusion. “Did they shrink themselves?” 
 
    “It’s a portal, Remi,” Laith rasped. “To another reality.” 
 
    “And they’re trying to make Wallace close it,” Rhea blurted before I had any time at all to process what that meant. “Something about the timelines merging… You need to come home. They’re saying it’s impossible to find them, but that’s not true for you—”   
 
    “They’re at Gladwell,” I choked out, overcome with unthinkable understanding. “The mansion. Tell Diego to send—”   
 
    “No.” Laith rubbed his throat. “They got away.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dashboard clock read 2:00 when the boys climbed into the idling truck, slamming their squeaky doors and squishing me into the space meant for a glove box that had long since fallen off. Rahm’s moose-length legs shoved my feet onto the floor hump, and Isaak’s gorilla-size elbow jabbed way too close to my no longer broken but very tender nose when he threw the old pickup into reverse.  
 
    And then, because my personal space hadn’t been through enough already, Dice got excited and dug both front paws into my bladder—something he shouldn’t have been old enough to do to Diana from the inside, much less me from the outside. Pain flashed through my pelvis, and I sucked cold air through my teeth, but there was nothing left in there for my body to expel. Not after my near death experience with Isabel.  
 
    Luckily, the dryer had started beeping right after she left the kitchen, so I’d been able to trade the soiled black robe for my own warm clothes. Rahm’s, too, for a while, since he had his own fur coat to wear in the snow, but I’d returned his T-shirt, sweatpants, and converse after—well, once he needed them again.  
 
    He’d let me keep his big white gym socks though, and fully stretched. They worked like fuzzy tights, leaving only small swaths of flesh exposed between my flimsy shorts and purpled knees. Not exactly a glow-up, but if we made it to a place where I could use the phone, I’d look like any other college co-ed fleeing a party gone wrong with her gay best friend and the stranger he’d made out with in tow.  
 
    Stranger. Baby daddy. Whatever. 
 
    I placed one hand over the squirming bulge in Castle’s jacket, which Rahm had also let me borrow, and scratched Dice’s ears through the well-worn leather, hoping he’d respond like his mother and fall asleep—without mistaking me for her. Just because I was keeping him warm inside my coat like a baby kangaroo didn’t mean I wanted to join his co-parenting collective. First-magicousin-once-removed would do, thank you.  
 
    Dice did not respond like Diana.  
 
    My touch sent him spinning in circles atop a certain set of organs I was rapidly losing interest in using. Probably for the best since the only man willing to take me to bed was my cousin who needed me to spoon him whenever he had the zoomies and couldn’t sleep. Fully clothed, of course. There was just something about the full-body pressure.  
 
    Curious, I found the shape of my little cousin’s shoulders and gently pressed his tummy flat against my own. A squeaky growl gurgled from the air hole I’d left where the zipper met my chest, but he soon relaxed, rocked by the rise and fall of my breath.  
 
    “Do not imprint on me.” I tried to send the warning directly to his mind, but the words bounced off a wall of static snow. My heart sank, landing somewhere underneath the limp weight spread across me. It wasn’t like I’d expected him to talk—he was a baby, no matter what—but I’d hoped it wouldn’t feel quite so much like speaking to a squirrel. 
 
    Rahm touched my hand, clearly wanting to hold his kid, but I shook my head. The heater didn’t work, and in spite of Dice’s thick fur coat, he was still shivering after being carried through the woods in Rahm’s wolf mouth. I’d made the trip like a baby bear myself, clinging to the shaggy black fur of Isaak’s broad back so my meager clothes didn’t get re-soaked. And let me tell you, I could’ve kissed the old barn when it loomed from the darkness, big wooden doors lined with welcoming light.  
 
    Remi and I had taken refuge in the very same building back in November, when a violent wind had stalled our mission to find the moonstone. But that version of the barn had been falling apart and used for a garage. This version had been significantly renovated to accommodate Isabel’s bored rich lady hobby.  
 
    A hobby that required a truck for her barn cat to drive to the feed store.  
 
    A truck we were currently stealing.  
 
    Or would be, if Isaak ever took his foot off the brake.  
 
    His massive hands gripped the wheel, knuckles gleaming white as moons beneath little clouds of blood. His right leg trembled from the effort of holding us in place when we should have been miles down the road by now. Glancing at Rahm, I found his blood-spattered brow furrowed with the same concern now creasing my own—did Isaak even know how to drive? Or had we just assumed as much when he told us he knew what to do? The idea of Isabel sobering up long enough to teach him suddenly seemed very silly.  
 
    Rahm’s elbow brushed my nose as he reached for Isaak’s frozen forearm, and I gave up then, on everything. Wedging my right shoulder into the hole the missing glove box had left between their seats, I leaned my throbbing head against the frosty rear window and let my eyelids collapse in defeat. It didn’t matter if Isaak knew how to drive or not.  
 
    We were all going to die in this clown car.  
 
    When Isabel announced she and Diana were going on a three-day vampire bender and wouldn’t wake up until Monday, I’d assumed her strange gift of knowing made the plan foolproof and assured her this would give me plenty of time to save Isaak and Dice. But I had failed to take into consideration the fact that Isabel didn’t have all the facts she needed to take into consideration.  
 
    Namely, the fact that I was not Kim Song.  
 
    I did try to tell her. But in the end, lying seemed more conducive to our survival. The Chairman had forced her to bury me and Rahm before he let her hold her own baby. That wasn’t the kind of memory I could gaslight her into believing she’d simply misunderstood. And as much as I wanted to convince her we were from another reality where my mother did the right thing, I knew my story sounded like the delusional ramblings of a woman who’d done the wrong thing and paid the price. So, I’d let Isabel go on believing I was that woman, but sorry now and of sound mind. 
 
    Unfortunately, I was not of sound mind. Otherwise, I would’ve realized what my lie implied—that I could use magic to transport Isaak and Dice to a safe location where their scents could be scoured long before Diana woke up. I didn’t need Isabel’s intuition to know our success hinged entirely on that sequence of events. I’d witnessed Remi locate Aunt Rhea at a random roadside zoo in Oklahoma using only a tiny pebble from the moonstone. If Diana got her nose on the whole damn rock before we got our hands on that potion…  
 
    Well, there was no if anymore. Without our magic, we couldn’t even teach Isaak how to translocate—a trick Diana already knew how to do. Which meant we needed to be somewhere she had never been before when she pinged Isaak’s location off the moonstone, or else she’d poof right on top of us. But we also needed to go home, which meant going back to Broken Wand—a place Diana had definitely been before.  
 
    Even so, survival had still seemed possible when we left the mansion half an hour ago. Diana was asleep. Isabel was on our side. And there was a reasonable chance my lack of magic meant my grandmother was still alive. There was even a chance Diana would let us go if she did wake up because she’d finally have Isabel all to herself.  
 
    A lot can change in thirty minutes.  
 
    Even more in thirty seconds.  
 
    “Sorry,” Isaak mumbled, gesturing at the dashboard with his scruffy chin. “Just gettin’ me bearings. Everything’s backwards over here.” 
 
    Rahm laughed high in his throat. “I know the feeling.” 
 
    Isaak tilted his head. “Aren’t you from here?” 
 
    “Um…” Rahm pressed his lips together until they disappeared under his mustache. “Okay. Well. Here’s the thing. To answer your question, we’re going to have to unpack some of our previously held beliefs around the concepts of here and there, but first, we really need to unpack that.” 
 
    He jerked his thumb at the bed of the truck, damn near poking me in the eye. I swatted him away, and his hand dropped back to its previous perch on Isaak’s forearm, fingertips squeaking on the shiftskin’s rubbery sleeve.  
 
    “So, Isaak.” Rahm forced an encouraging smile. “How about we focus on getting Dice away from this particular here, and then I can answer all your questions on our way to a safer there?” 
 
    “Right then.” Isaak drew a shuddering breath and exhaled, “Rahm.”  
 
    A current passed between them, charged with emotions I wasn’t sure non-shifters even had names for. I braced for a fresh wave of musk from their already acrid armpits, but it didn’t come, leaving me to wonder if Diana’s graphic description of her fiery longing for Laith had been more than just bad teenage poetry. Did shifter mates actually burn for each other from the inside out? Had I smelled the forging of a natural fate bond, all their rational defenses rapidly melting down and re-solidifying into irrational romantic resolve with a single passionate kiss?  
 
    Or am I writing jealous teenage poetry?  
 
    Our snow chains jangled on the barn’s concrete floor as Isaak backed the truck down the aisle, past the fancy stalls with their iron bars and the four sets of frightened equine eyes rolling behind them. Moonshine and his mares. Funny, the beings that found their way to each other across all space and time. But we already knew fate was more than just mates, so why not a cowboy and his… girlfriend’s mother’s racehorse? 
 
    The jangling softened to a tinkle as we emerged onto the snowy gravel drive, but the comforting sound of escape didn’t last long. Isaak jammed on the brake, my head bounced on the window, and the body in the back thumped against the tailgate.  
 
    We all cringed, but only Isaak hung his head. Rahm reached for his mate’s hand, but Isaak dodged by yanking the gear stick into park. Then he threw open his door and slammed it behind him as he stomped back to the open barn.  
 
    Rahm’s rejected hand fell onto my leg. “Hey, real quick, gotta tell you something.” 
 
    “Okay?” I sat up as straight as Dice would allow. 
 
    “I’m gay.” 
 
    I blinked. Several sarcastic variations of ‘no shit’ sizzled on the tip of my tongue, but I snuffed them all out on the roof of my mouth. He wasn’t trying to make me laugh. He really thought he needed to tell me right now. Or maybe he really did need to tell me right now because maybe he’d never said it out loud. But when he chewed on his lip the exact same way his sister did whenever she was nervous, he bit right into my heart.  
 
    He had told someone before. 
 
    And it hadn’t gone well.  
 
    “Rahm.” I took his hand and tried to remember everything Victoria told me and Remi to say when we asked her what to do if this moment ever came. “Thank you for sharing this with me. I know it took a lot of courage, and I want you to know that I love every part of who you are, and when I say I fully support you, I don’t just mean I’ll post pictures of corporate rainbow cookies every June, but that I will kill any—”  
 
    “Bitch!” Rahm’s eyes narrowed to green slits. “You rehearsed this!” 
 
    “No shit!” I took his face in my hands and gave him a playful shake. “And so has your sister, so get ready.” 
 
    “She told you.” His cheeks hollowed beneath my palms. “The memory she saw in the car. She told you—” 
 
    “You told me when you woke up in the crypt crying that boy’s name.” I pointed at Isaak as he slid the heavy barn doors shut, biceps bulging beneath his shiftskin in a way Rahm ought to be very sorry he was missing. “And you told me again when you took the time to shove your tongue down his throat in the middle of a life or death crisis!” 
 
    Rahm’s lips pushed into a scowling pout, his jaw working from side to side before he finally gave up and broke into a grin. “Yeah, we really went for it, huh?” 
 
    “Um, yeah. Y’all really, really did.” 
 
    “Thanks, by the way. I’ll forgive you for the canned speech since you clearly meant the part about doing murder.” 
 
    “Should’ve finished the job,” I scoffed. 
 
    “No. Isabel would’ve killed you.” Rahm shuddered. “Those two…”  
 
    He sank back into his seat, watching through the snowflake-dotted windshield as Isaak trudged toward us, dark eyes darting in every direction. The moonlight bouncing off the snow made his pale face shine like ice, but the darkness drained the color from his blood-stained cheeks, making him look like a burly biker covered in ink. He stalked right past us, prompting Rahm to twist toward his window.  
 
    “Gate,” he announced and then turned back around, staring at the barn. “There’s something else you should know.” 
 
    “Okay…?” 
 
    His head rolled toward me, never leaving the back of his seat as he touched the puppy-sized bump in my jacket. “You look super cute pregnant with my baby.” 
 
    “Bitch!” I punched his shoulder. “Don’t be gross!” 
 
    “You’re the one who told Isaak that you were!” Rahm cackled, still caressing his cub through my coat. “And now look at you. Positively glowing.” 
 
    I knocked his hand away. “You’re the one who told him we’re married! Didn’t think that through, did you?” 
 
    “Oh, we cleared that up.” Rahm smiled dreamily. “Neither of us are married.” 
 
    “Wait, what? Then why did they both talk like they were?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “But he told me they weren’t.” 
 
     “When? While you were cleaning up?”   
 
    “No! Right before we kissed!” His smile faltered. “In front of his mom.” 
 
    “You saved our lives,” I said before he could shame spiral. “She might not have known who you are, but she knew he’d be safe with you.” I unzipped my jacket and withdrew the squirming puppy. “She knew they’d both be safe with you.” 
 
    Rahm whimpered as I handed over his son. I’d thought he was losing his mind when he let that word slip earlier, but after what happened with—well, now I understood. Isaak was Rahm’s mate. Dice was Isaak’s child. Therefore, Dice was Rahm’s child too.  
 
    “Hi.” Rahm’s voice broke as he cradled the baby to his chest. He stroked his thumb from Dice’s shiny wet nose to his half-folded ear, over and over until the puppy yawned. “Oh! Big stretch!” 
 
    Tiny teeth chomped gently on Rahm’s fingers, and a wispy tail swished between our crowded elbows. My throat constricted. Did Dice have any understanding that Isaak and Rahm were his parents, or did he think they were just super cool humans who really liked to hold him? Either way, the adoration brimming in those murky blue eyes undid me, and I grasped my cousin’s trembling upper arm.  
 
    “Meena…” Rahm’s head tilted toward me, eyes never leaving Dice. “This is the scariest thing that’s ever happened to me. And some very scary things—” 
 
    “I know.” I touched my forehead to his temple. “But this one you were meant for.” 
 
    Rahm flinched as if I’d elbowed him in the nose, stirring some primordial instinct of my own. I wiggled out of the jacket and tucked it around my boys. The urge was not maternal, at least not in any literal sense of the word, but it was fierce enough for me not to feel the cold. Magic no magic, I knew I’d been sent on this mission for a reason—to protect this little family.  
 
    “I need you to promise me something,” Rahm whispered. “And when you say okay, I need you to mean it more than you’ve ever meant anything in your life.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “When Diana comes for us, you let me and Isaak do what we have to do. And you take him and you run and you never look back. You get him to Remi.” A single tear rolled down Rahm’s nose and landed on Dice’s muzzle. “He’s meant for Laith.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Everything happened so fast. 
 
    They both acted on instinct.  
 
    He didn’t feel any pain. 
 
    Empty bromides circled like buzzards in my mind as the bear dragged the lion into the water. I couldn’t see him doing this—there were far too many snow-laden trees between the road and the shore—but I could hear the slushy lake giving way to Isaak’s weight and knew there was nothing left to do but wish on every single star in the multiverse that my crazy scheme would work.  
 
    I would keep my promise, if it didn’t.  
 
    I would let the boys do what dads were supposed to do. 
 
    I would take their son and run for home.  
 
    But not without knowing I’d done everything I could think of to keep Diana from catching up with us first. And this… this was the only thing I could think of.  
 
    Rahm’s arms tightened around my back and my calves, smashing my thighs into my chest. I pressed my left ear to the fading warmth of his shoulder and nuzzled my numb chin into the ball of fur sleeping on my sternum. We’d been like this for hours, the three of us sharing body heat beneath the leather jacket, but with every icy mile, there’d been less and less of that already limited resource to go around. And now I’d gone and talked the truck’s biggest supplier into taking the Polar Bear Plunge.  
 
    My stomach churned with premeditated remorse. If this worked, Diana would become my very first kill with malice aforethought. AKA: first-degree murder. And if Isaak didn’t return from his mission, there’d be a third count of manslaughter on my criminal record. But if he’d been worried, he never let it show. His one and only question when I made my suggestion had been, “How far out do I need to go?”  
 
    That had been a huge relief because I couldn’t explain the rationale for my trap without explaining Remi, and then I wouldn’t have sounded the slightest bit rational. And maybe I wasn’t. Maybe I was risking Rahm’s mate for no reason. I obviously didn’t have the gift of foresight, or I’d have taken the original Isaak’s little toy bear out of Rahm’s burning hand before he threw it into that stupid handprint on our wall.  
 
    But I did have a memory of another endless night. Of hunching next to Laith on the narrow rock ledge beneath the Chairman’s massive fish tank, our wrists chained to our ankles. Of believing Remi was trapped in Phorm’s dungeon while Daniel bragged to the Directors that she would find him through their fate bond before morning.  
 
    But that bond had already been broken by the time she appeared, crackling with magic and drenched in Phorm’s blood. Meaning it shouldn’t have been possible. Only the world’s most highly trained witches could poof into places they’d never been before, and Remi had never set foot in the state of Florida much less the Chairman’s tacky old resort. But when all hope seemed lost, suddenly there she was, kneeling before Laith like she was going to propose and radiating the same powerful sense of safety I’d recognized in Isaak earlier tonight.  
 
    Being Remi, she had shrugged the whole thing off in the morning, saying Laith was a place she’d been before. He was home. Then she’d blushed and shoved half a pancake in her face while Laith regarded her with the beatific expression of a tourist gazing upon the nude bronze statue of the actual goddess Diana at the Metropolitan Museum of Art.  
 
    I should’ve known then that there was something special about them, not just her, but I was hellbent on believing they had something other people could achieve. On believing Braden could look at me that exact same way one day, even if I forgot to shave my legs for six months and never wore anything more beguiling than a dark gray hoodie. Even if I went up a jean size or two because I wandered into the kitchen late at night and stole other people’s clearly marked food. Even if I crawled into his bed and confessed that I’d been lost long before I set foot in another dimension… 
 
    My eyes scrunched shut before the tears could well and frost my pupils like Diana’s. I’d been so stupid. I knew that now, after what happened in the barn. I knew Remi and Laith were not attainable human couple goals any more than Isaak and Rahm. They were two halves of one primal whole, and wherever they existed, whoever they became, their animal instincts would always guide them home.  
 
    “Don’t sleep.” Rahm jostled my eyelids apart. “Sleep is bad.” 
 
    “Baby’s sleeping,” I mumbled, and then a burst of adrenaline jolted my hand onto Dice’s back. “Should I wake him?” 
 
    “No.” Rahm’s hand closed over mine. “He’ll be fine as long as he’s furry, but once the sun comes up, we’re gonna have to get him some clothes.” 
 
    “What?” My sluggish brain couldn’t keep up. “Why?”  
 
    “He’s a werewolf.” Rahm stared straight ahead. “That’s why she rejected him. And she’s blaming it on Isaak because she can’t admit it’s all her fault for eating vampire hearts while she was—” His mouth wrinkled as if the word pregnant were a pickle he didn’t want to bite into. “Before he was born.” 
 
    “A werewolf? How is that any different from a shifter?”  
 
    “Human by day, wolf by night. With no control over it.”  
 
    “Oh.” My brow furrowed. “When did Isaak tell you this?”  
 
    “He didn’t.” Rahm craned his neck around to peer through the rear window, frowning. “He must have put them in his backpack. Even though I said—”  
 
    “Put what?”  
 
    “Clothes!” Rahm banged his head against the seat. “When we were packing, I told him to give me everything Dice needed so I could put it in my pockets where it wouldn’t get lost, and he gave me all these bottles and cans and jars of slop but nothing for him to wear! Not even a diaper! So unless they’re in his backpack, we’re gonna have to stop and get some clothes before the sun comes up!” 
 
    I rubbed a hard circle in the center of my wrinkled forehead, trying to iron out my confusion. Could Rahm be right? Had I gotten it all wrong? Was it only a matter of time before the puppy on my chest became a naked baby with zero control over his bladder, bowels, or body temperature?  
 
    “Then we will,” I assured him. “When we stop for gas in Pigeon Forge. They’ll have diapers, for sure, and probably some souvenir onesies too.” 
 
    “And socks?” Rahm hissed. “Are they going to have little souvenir socks at this magical gas station to keep him from getting little frostbitten feet?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, probably? Never underestimate tourist trap capitalism.” 
 
    Rahm worked his scruffy jaw. “He’s going to think I’m tacky.” 
 
    “Who? Isaak?” I pinched the bridge of my nose.  
 
    “Dice!” Rahm threw up both hands, smacking the ceiling and passenger window with his knuckles. “Hi, nice to meet you as a human. I’m your uncle and your daddy. Now wear this polyester shirt with a picture of Dolly Parton mud wrestling a bear!” 
 
    My lips twitched. “Rahm, he’s not going to remember—” 
 
    “Maybe not up here.” Rahm pointed from Dice’s head to his heart. “But in here, he will. Just like Remi remembered the fate bonding and never forgave Mom.” 
 
    “Okay, that is very different—” 
 
    “Is it, Meena?” Rahm’s eyes bulged. “If it’s the only thing I—” He stopped, took a breath, and looked toward the hidden lake. “Do you really think this will work?” 
 
    I stared into the forest, a black-and-white inkblot test framed by the driver’s side window. Needing this to work wasn’t the same as wanting Diana to drown, but there was no hope for her redemption now. One breath inside that barn and she’d be watching Laith die through his very own eyes. And she would know, after every parent in her life had failed her, that he took one look at the son she had failed and loved him as his own. 
 
    “He’s Laith. She’s Remi,” I finally whispered. “This will destroy her.” 
 
    We fell into silence, our gazes fixed on the snow drifts and shadows lurking beyond the smudged glass. 
 
    Everything happened so fast. 
 
    They both acted on instinct. 
 
    Laith didn’t feel any pain.   
 
    “Meena?” Rahm broke the silence. “You aren’t trying to get rid of him, are you? Because I know we’d be safer, but…” He searched my eyes. “He’s Isaak. I’m Rahm.” 
 
    “I know.” I squeezed his fingers where they rested between mine on Dice’s furry spine. “That’s why I’m doing this. So we can all go home.” 
 
    Rahm gnawed on his lower lip. “What if they won’t let me keep them? When we get back to school. What if they—?”    
 
    “Then I’ll kill those bitches too.” 
 
    He laughed. “Someone’s gunning for maid of honor…” 
 
    “This has all just been a plot to catch your bouquet.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have waited for my sister’s shotgun situation this summer?”  
 
    “Stop.” I rolled my eyes. “Remi isn’t getting pregnant any time soon.”  
 
    “Honey, please. They’re gonna start, and they’re not gonna stop. You saw the look on that Laith’s face.” He jerked his head toward the lake. “Hell, I’ll be working on Baby Number Two just as soon as we find a room and a sitter.” He batted his lashes, hinting.  
 
    “I seriously doubt the curse is broken enough for that,” I snapped, surprising no one more than myself. “But I’m starting to see why Singh’s coven cast it in the first place.”  
 
    “Ouch.” Rahm winced. “Victim blaming much?” 
 
    “Sorry, but you have one perfectly good kid right in front of you, and you’re just thinking about how to get more?” I shook my head. “That’s—” 
 
    “Obviously a joke.” Rahm let go of my knees and scooped Dice off my chest, creating a vacuum of warmth on the outside to match the one inside. He tucked his sleepy son onto his shoulder and nuzzled his cheek between his ears. “Don’t come at me with those daddy issues, Song. I’ve got plenty of my own.” 
 
    “I don’t have any daddy issues,” I snarled, hugging my own legs.  
 
    “Meena, you threw hot coffee on your boyfriend because he wouldn’t put out.” 
 
    “Lukewarm cocoa! And that had nothing to do with my dad!” 
 
    “Sure.” Rahm smirked. “Keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    “That’s pretty rich coming from a guy who threw such a giant tantrum over his mom getting pregnant that he sent us into another dimension!”  
 
    “That’s not—” Rahm growled in frustration. “I’m not saying you’ve got a crush on your dad, Meena. I’m saying you’ve got a question he won’t answer that you’re hoping Braden can.”  
 
    I gave Rahm a wary side-eye. He had a knack for saying incredibly profound shit during incredibly tense moments, but I had to take his wisdom with a grain of salt because he also ate three burritos every morning, knowing he was lactose intolerant.  
 
    “And what are you hoping Isaak can answer? 
 
    A branch cracked, snapping our attention back to the driver’s side window. Rahm’s body melted with relief as an enormous black bear emerged from the woods, not nearly as big as Braden’s limited edition grizzly, but at least a hundred pounds heavier than Remi’s own formidable beast. Isaak shook out his fur, spraying tiny shards of ice with a sound like bird seed being tossed at the wedding I’d just gotten myself uninvited from.  
 
    Shame carved its claws into my heart, squeezing Rahm’s wounded wince into my throat where it lodged under Braden’s cocoa-soaked cringe, which was already lodged under my father’s gutted gasp when I told him I wished he were dead.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered into Rahm’s mind.  
 
    Isaak rose on his hind legs, flashing the white crescent moon emblazoned on his hairy chest, exactly like Remi’s but pointed in the opposite direction. The bear receded, barely diminishing his breadth, and the boy lunged for the door, yanking it open with a shrill metallic scream.  
 
    The truck rocked like a boat as he squeezed his bulk inside, gripping the wheel with one blue-tinged hand as the other slammed the door. Violent shivers racked his swollen muscles, and his chattering teeth clacked together like a sped-up version of the pitiful noise Remi made whenever she missed her mom. Their mom.  
 
    Rahm smoothed a hand over Isaak’s wet curls. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “It’s d-d-done,” Isaak said, purple lips barely parting. 
 
    “Give me your hands,” Rahm ordered, plopping Dice on my chest. 
 
    “I’m o-okay.” Isaak balled up his fists and blew on them. “Shiftskin’s magic.” 
 
    “Hands,” Rahm repeated in a daddy voice that had nothing to do with his son. Isaak’s eyes slid sideways, big and brown and bottomless behind his ice-crusted lashes, and I wondered if I should borrow Rahm’s shoes and take Dice for a walk.    
 
    I settled for scooting to the edge of Rahm’s knees, which freed up the space for him to hold out both hands. Isaak obediently placed his fists in his mate’s palms while I pretended to be very interested in the build-up of snowflakes on the windshield. But Dice lifted his chin from the hollow between my collarbones, let out a squeaky little yawn, and twisted his neck to look at his parents. He unleashed a tiny bark. 
 
    Isaak grinned so big I could see his teeth clicking together. “Have a n-nice nap?” 
 
    Dice scrambled around until he was halfway standing on my bent knees, wagging his tail in my face. Sputtering, I turned my head away. Generally speaking, I preferred puppies over babies, but this might actually be easier if he turned into a sedentary bread loaf we could swaddle.  
 
    “Be a good boy,” Isaak crooned. “Daddy will make you a bottle in town.” 
 
    “And get you some clothes,” Rahm added without looking up from the task of thoroughly rubbing life into each of Isaak’s fingers. 
 
    “Clothes?” Isaak wrinkled his bright red nose. “He don’t need clothes.” 
 
    “We’re heading north,” Rahm muttered. “The sun might come up, but it won’t be getting any warmer.” 
 
    “That’s what fur’s for.” Isaak chuckled. “Or do you wear clothes over yours?” 
 
    Rahm lifted his head, his expression a perfect masculine mirror of his twin’s every time Laith made a joke she didn’t appreciate. “For when he doesn’t have fur.” 
 
    Isaak flinched. “Oh.” 
 
    My heart sank like a weighted body to the bottom of a secluded lake.  
 
    “What?” Rahm’s voice cracked so hard I knew deep down he’d already known. 
 
    “Sorry, I guess I didn’t—” Isaak shook his head like he had water in his ears. “Um. Well. The thing is. You see, Rahm…”  
 
    Isaak pulled one hand away and ruffled his son’s semi-floppy ears with so much sorrow in his eyes that I wanted to throw up. “Dice always has fur.” He tickled the puppy’s chin. “Don’t you, buddy?” 
 
    Rahm’s hands dropped into the empty space between them, his clenched fists holding him up like wolf paws. His head bowed, shaking hard. Isaak’s hand moved to Rahm’s floppy hair, stroking instead of ruffling.  
 
    “He’s okay. He’s a healthy, happy little wolf.” Isaak’s eyes scrunched. “Only a wolf.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Rahm choked out. “How?” 
 
    Isaak took a shuddering breath. “Look, I know we’re trying to kill her, but I don’t want you blaming Diana for this. Decky tricked her. Told her it would be okay. And she did trick me too, a little, ‘cause she didn’t tell me what she was planning, or else I would have said no, but once she knew…”  
 
    “She shifted,” Rahm whispered. “And stayed that way.”  
 
    “Mum told her what would happen, and I begged her to shift back. But she just wanted to get it over with. Move on, I guess.” He glanced back at the lake. “She disappeared on New Year’s Eve. Came back a few hours later, human and drunk. Said he was dead, but I knew…” He sniffled and forced a smile for his son. “Daddy found you.” 
 
    Rahm sat up and rubbed his face, pulling the skin tight. “So he’s just… stuck as a wolf forever? He’ll never—” Rahm broke off. The list of things a person could never do as a wolf was simply too long to start. 
 
    “Mum says he’ll probably never know he’s not what he’s supposed to be.” Isaak cupped Rahm’s cheek in one giant hand. “You don’t know how scared I’ve been. I’m a bear. I don’t know how to teach him how to be what he is. But then you found us. ” 
 
    Their foreheads came together, and Rahm gripped the opposite side of Isaak’s face. Dice growled and dug his claws into my knees, unaware that they were actually paying him all the attention, even if they weren’t currently looking at him. I pulled him back to my chest in spite of his protests and buried my face in his fur. 
 
    “He’ll be grown by the end of the year,” Isaak said gruffly, pushing Rahm back. “Reckon you should be prepared for that.” 
 
    “But if he ages like a normal wolf…”  
 
    “Mum figures he can make it to sixteen, if we take good care of him.” Isaak swiped the heels of his hands over his eyes. “That’s about how long wolves live in nice zoos.”  
 
    “Sixteen?!” Rahm cried. “No! That’s not—NO. Sixteen is not enough!” 
 
    “No.” Isaak shrugged sadly. “But it’s better than fifteen, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIVE: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sixteen years from now, when we buried Dice in the crypt beneath Gladwell, Isaak and I would be thirty-four, Remi and Rahm would be thirty-five, and Laith would be thirty-seven. Aunt Rhea would be fifty-nine, same as my father, and Marilyn Finch would be forty-seven. Not that she and Dad would be attending the service; I just couldn’t do the math without remembering that my would-be stepmom was only twelve years old the day I was born—roughly the same age as Remi and Laith’s firstborn in this dreary Dickensian vision from the Ghost of Groundhog Day Future.  
 
    Whether he’d arrived early on purpose or by accident, I wouldn’t dare presume, but there he was, standing by his mother’s side at Dice’s funeral, his stoic preteen features somehow easier to imagine than Remi in a black dress. The kid was putting on a brave face for all his sniffling younger siblings, but a white-knuckle grip on his teen aunt’s hand made plain his devastation. 
 
    Now there was a cousin I couldn’t envy—Rhea and Diego’s daughter. Oh, she would be spoiled and adored and protected as only shifters who’d broken an ancient fertility curse could, but every milestone she passed would mark a path Dice couldn’t tread. He should be talking with her now. He should be reading with her now. He should be going to school, riding a bike, driving a car, finishing college with her now. On and on and on it would go. Her whole life lived in a shadow that should never have been thrown. 
 
    Damn you, Declan Helms.  
 
    Isaak should have ended him when Isabel offered up her fate-bound wrist in the kitchen. If he could use his claws on the other Laith, then why not—well, maybe he would have, if Diana hadn’t intervened. But I had my doubts since he hadn’t asked for a second chance before we left. Instead, he’d followed his mother to the door like a lost little boy, begging her to tell him she loved him at last.  
 
    And still, she refused. After everything she’d allowed Declan to put him through—in the past, the present, and the future—she couldn’t drag those three little words out of her blood-stained mouth any more than she could drag her own damn claws across her own damned arm. I was trying not to judge her too harshly, since it was my mother’s fault she’d wound up in this position, but…  
 
    I would be alone at Dice’s funeral. Somewhere between that newly haunted lake and this freshly salted highway, I had decided to accept romantic defeat, skip domestic bliss, and marry my magic instead. There was a darkness in the spell that parents cast upon their children just by dragging us into existence, and I wanted no part of cursing anyone to rely on my answers to their questions.  
 
    And they would. Because everyone did. The rest of us could take all the mean little bites we wanted from the heart Remi wore on her sleeve for her mother, but deep down we were all Diana, aching for the chance to shove our noses up against our parents’ throats and breathe in the truth of their feelings, once and for all.  
 
    “I know Mum loves me.” Isaak’s gruff voice barely rose above the grinding of our snow chains on the gritty pavement. “But I’m sorry your dad makes you feel that way.”  
 
    Wonderful, I grumbled to myself as we passed through the diffusive glow of yet another spot-lit Dollywood billboard emerging from the fog. Now I’m an object of pity for the guy whose mom uses vampire hearts recreationally.  
 
    “Well, she’d tell you they’re medicinal, but…” Isaak chuckled darkly.  
 
    I bolted upright, slamming one hand onto the dashboard and the other onto Rahm’s shoulder where my head had just been lolling. One look at my cousin’s bulging eyes, and all the warmth left in my body rushed into my cheeks. But it wasn’t nearly enough to muster a full blush, and my apology couldn’t get past my chattering teeth. 
 
    “Sorry,” Rahm hissed. “Sometimes Meena forgets to think with her mind shut.”  
 
    “S’okay,” Isaak yawned, scratching the top of Dice’s up-turned muzzle with a single finger. “We all wish we was him right now.” 
 
    I could only assume the adorable facial cringe that followed meant Isaak knew he’d just low-key implied that he, too, would like to be cradled in the crook of Rahm’s left arm, snoring so hard his whiskers fluttered.  
 
    “Oh, she does it when she’s wide awake too,” Rahm groused, and I would’ve dug my nails into his shoulder had he not just overheard me daydreaming about the aftermath of his elderly teenage child’s death—and somehow making it all about myself.  
 
    “Probably ‘cause she ain’t really a shifter.” Isaak shot me a pointed look before turning his gaze back to the twelve feet of visible road ahead us. “And shouldn’t be able to share thoughts at all.”  
 
    Rahm clenched so hard his knees rammed my head up against the roof. I slid down the incline of his thighs with a heavy sigh and dropped my head back onto his shoulder. He had to have known that Isaak had to have known this about me for—I glanced at the clock—almost five hours. Ever since he had to let me ride his bear like a horse through the snowy woods between the mansion and the barn.  
 
    “That was clever though,” Isaak admitted. “The bit about the baby. Did you know I would… feel inexplicably protective and possessive of anyone Rahm sired?” 
 
    “No, I just knew—” My already raspy words choked off in a gag, and I recoiled from Rahm’s shoulder with a very strongly worded… word. Because the news that Isaak had been ready to step up and step-parent our imaginary baby had flooded Rahm’s armpit with that awful acrid musk I’d thought we were done with.  
 
    Isaak’s head swung around so fast the trucked swerved. “What’s wrong? Did your nose come undone?”  
 
    “What? No! Watch the road!” I shouted as the first pair of headlights we’d seen all night blazed through the fog.  
 
    Isaak yanked the wheel, and we skidded back into our lane, fishtailing for several heart-stopping seconds before he got us evened out again. When it was over, I found my cheek smashed up against Rahm’s smelly collarbone, his right arm clutching me as close as his left arm held his squirming son. Nobody said a word until we passed through another cloud of light, this one emanating from the base of a stone-framed painting of a black bear in blue jeans waving goodbye. We had left the Great Smoky Mountains and entered the promised land of Pigeon Forge, Tennessee. 
 
    “Rubbish,” Isaak growled. “Can’t find jeans to fit me human arse, much less—” He face-cringed again, then burst into a roguish grin clearly meant to make Rahm forget what he’d just said. “Well, we lived this far. Now what?” 
 
    “Now,” Rahm drew the word out like a flat howl. “I think Meena should explain why she said a bad word in front of the baby and nearly got us all killed. Hmm?” 
 
    “You really don’t want me to do that,” I muttered in the same breath that Isaak snorted and said, “Ain’t many words he ain’t heard, love.” 
 
    “Well, those days are over,” Rahm declared, as if life itself would be rated PG now that he had a kid. One who would never be able to repeat any bombs we might drop, but pointing that out seemed like a b-i-t-c-h move. Especially after Rahm touched his nose to his son’s and cooed, “Only nice words for you. Only good things for you. Only—” 
 
    “You stink,” I blurted like a jealous toddler before I had to hear whatever third cloying paternal affirmation Rahm was going to say. “That’s why I swore. You reek.” 
 
    Rahm cut his eyes at me without lifting his head. “You just noticed?” 
 
    “You did break her nose,” Isaak chided, squinting at my face. “It’s normal if it stays stuffy for a bit, especially in the cold, but not normal if it’s bleedin’ again.”  
 
    I touched my upper lip just to make sure the slight runniness was not, in fact, blood and then wiped my hand on my pajamas. “It’s fine. It’s been fine all night. It’s just… Okay, look, I’m sorry if this embarrasses either of you, but if it’s going to be a thing that keeps happening, then you both need to know so you can, like, wear more deodorant or cologne or industrial-strength room spray—” 
 
    “This is not how to be an ally,” Rahm hissed, eyes narrowing to snake-like slits. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” I hissed right back. “Unless you want him to be known as the kid with two dads who smell like a petting zoo.” 
 
    “Wow. Okay.” Rahm did lift his head then, with a toss of his hair for good measure. “So, that’s what we call a microaggress—” 
 
    “I know what a microaggression is, Rahm!” I sat up to glare at him. “I’m not telling you the lunches your immigrant grandma packs for you smell weird. I’m telling you that the second Isaak implied he’d imprinted on our imaginary child, you went phhht like a skunk and released some sort of musk.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Isaak whispered, genuinely reverent.  
 
    “Babe!” Rahm cried. “What did we just talk about?!” 
 
    “Sorry!” Isaak flinched away, and all the petty irritation drained from Rahm’s face. He shifted Dice onto my shoulder and twisted as much as my body would allow, grasping Isaak’s giant trembling bicep with both hands.  
 
    “Hey. Those days are over,” Rahm repeated firmly. “Only nice words for you. Only good things for you.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Isaak cautiously unfurled. “What’s the third one?” 
 
    “Oh, um…” Rahm ducked his head. “Only sweet dreams for you.” 
 
    Isaak’s expression softened into bewildered affection. “You’re signaling. That’s what she’s describing. If you really don’t know.” 
 
    “I do not.” Rahm swallowed nervously. “Should I?” 
 
    “No, I just thought maybe where you’re from…” Isaak shrugged. “There’s stories from before the curse, but they obviously didn’t have the technology to explore it, so we’re still sorting it all out.” 
 
    “Sorting what out?” I leaned forward, and Dice hooked his chin over my shoulder.  
 
    “Well, ever since shifters started mating again, Decky’s scientists have observed some, ah, interesting pheromonal phenomena in prospective and expectant fathers.” 
 
    “Prospective?” My brow furrowed with a nervous twinge.  
 
    “Oh, yeah, Decky had hundreds of soldiers lined up to breed, but turns out the traits he values ain’t the same traits the ladies value, and now it’s getting to be a right mess.”  
 
    “What kind of mess?” 
 
    “A bloody mess.” Isaak grimaced. “When they know the goal is procreation, shifter women won’t touch a man who ain’t signaling, and if he tries his luck anyway…” 
 
    My stomach twisted, the bruise coiled around Isabel’s arm, the way it throbbed with a vile rhythm. He wouldn’t come near her because he knew she would neuter him, so he stayed far away and used the fate bond to taunt her. Such was his confidence that she would never get the courage to stop him.  
 
    “But the Chairman…” I swallowed bile. “I’m sorry, I know this is gross, but that bruise on your mom’s arm, that’s him. Mating with other women. You can’t tell me he’s releasing the same pheromones as you and Rahm.” 
 
    “No, but Scent Seers have their own way of convincing you to ignore your instincts,” Isaak said quietly. “And if that fails, he’s got a Manip. Can’t fabricate the signal, but he can make them forget they want to smell it before having sex during their, um, time.”  
 
    Rahm and I glanced at each other. Did Declan have a Manip? Or the Manip? I kind of hoped it was the latter since Daniel would die with Diana no matter what, and I would fell less guilty about my trap if I knew we were ridding this reality of another dangerous menace before we rushed home to warn Remi what the broken curse had wrought.    
 
    “But why do they want to smell it?” I asked. “What’s it telling them?”  
 
    “And why does it make me stink?” Rahm whined.  
 
    “Two different signals,” Isaak answered. “One for before, and one for after. The first one tells you when a man is… receptive to forming a paternal bond. Meaning, if you do this with him right now, he’s not going anywhere. He’s safe.” 
 
    I coughed on a fresh wave of musk. “How can pheromones possibly predict that?” 
 
    “Moon magic?” Isaak shrugged. “It’s all very maternal. We get our mum’s animal, never our dad’s, and before the curse, we lived in big matriarchal, mixed-species packs. Bur resources could be scarce, and the witches were always out to get us, so mating with men who were only out to spread their human genes made no sense. You want the mate who’s gonna keep watch through the night and bring you fresh meat in the morning and take care of the baby while you take a nap.” Isaak’s jaw clenched, turning his head into a block of stone. “Not many men like that in Decky’s army.” 
 
    “So what happens now?” Rahm gulped. “Every female shifter gets manipulated?” 
 
    Isaak stared at the road. “That’s where it’s headed, yeah.” 
 
    “Why won’t she just kill him?!” I exploded, startling Dice awake. “It cannot be this hard when someone is that evil. She could literally do it any time.” 
 
    “And the Directors would kill me and Dice and Diana and carry on with all Decky’s plans,” Isaak snapped. “Mum ain’t much of a mother, but she did teach me one thing, and that’s always choose my son. Even if the whole world burns. So no, I didn’t take another swing at her before we left because I realized, wherever he was, the second Decky dropped dead, every soldier on campus would’ve been activated.”   
 
    Dice rooted at my throat, his moist nose cooling my heated pulse. Isaak was right, of course. Isabel had said basically the same thing when I asked her the same question, but I still couldn’t fathom shrugging my shoulders at the fate of all those women. Or maybe I just couldn’t fathom having a parent who would let the world burn for me.  
 
    “I still don’t know why I stink,” Rahm pouted.  
 
    “You both stink,” I clarified.  
 
    “Oh, right.” Isaak blushed as we eased into a yellow cloud of light. “Well, that’s, um, that’s for after, when a baby’s on the way, or on the ground, apparently. It lets other shifters know you’re… um…” 
 
    “Taken?” Rahm grinned as the cloud turned red.  
 
    Isaak stepped on the brake, and we rocked to a stop at the most beautiful traffic light I’d ever seen. Dice craned his neck around, blinking in wonder at the giant glowing eyes hovering across the highway. I held him up so he could see the cars zipping by, driven by locals who were used to the weather. His tail wagged, and my throat constricted. 
 
    “I thought for sure that’d be a deal breaker,” Isaak said quietly. “What I done to the barn cat.” 
 
    “Laith,” Rahm gently corrected, and then he looked away as the light turned green. “But no. You’re not the only one who’s killed someone who didn’t deserve it.” 
 
    We turned north onto the parkway that split the tacky tourist trap town in half. Gray sunlight glimmered in the eastern sky, and I twisted on Rahm’s knees so I could point Dice away from the tension and toward the passenger window. His folded ears abruptly pricked with curiosity at the rumble of passing cars, and the reflection of all the gift shops and jamboree theaters rushing by in his blue-gray eyes brought tears to mine.  
 
    “We need gas,” Isaak said when it became clear Rahm wouldn’t expound. 
 
    “And a phone,” I said. “I need to call my grandma.” 
 
    Rahm’s jaw dropped. “You need to do what now?” 
 
    “I need to call my grandmother,” I repeated with forced confidence. “If she can come get us, we won’t even need gas.” 
 
    “Meena, your grandma is—” Rahm’s mouth snapped shut, and then he tried again. “Sleeping, don’t you think?” 
 
    “No,” I said firmly. “I think she’s still awake, and that’s why I can’t use magic.”  
 
    Rahm looked like he wanted to argue it couldn’t possibly be that easy, but Isaak was already spinning the wheel, careening through an intersection to get to a station on the other side of the parkway. He pulled up to a pump right in front of the glass doors and killed the overworked engine. Dolly Parton’s voice immediately filled the truck, singing “Here You Come Again.”  
 
    Rahm blinked. “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.” 
 
    “It’s a sign,” I said, handing him his son. “Be right back.” 
 
    I threw open the door and hopped off his lap. My cramped legs nearly buckled when my socked feet hit the icy pavement, but I gripped the edge of the truck bed for support and hobbled all the way around to the front of the store. The eyes of the young man behind the register doubled in size when I stumbled through the door, and I remembered too late the blood stains on my T-shirt and pajamas pants.  
 
    Leaning into the look, I staggered up to the register, fell heavily against the scarred counter, and with all the night’s trauma glistening in my eyes, croaked, “Phone.” 
 
    He handed me his own without a word. Butterflies swarmed my stomach, mind, and heart as I punched in the old familiar number. She would have the same house phone. She would have the same house. She would have the same voice, and she would— 
 
    “Hello?” A breathless man answered on the first ring, and all of my hopes crashed into my stomach, crushing all those butterflies into a foolish goo that forced its way into my mouth.  
 
    I swallowed hard and made myself say, “Hi. Can I speak with Lee Young-Mi?” 
 
    “Who am I speaking to?” the stranger asked in a formal tone to match my own, but there was something oddly familiar in his timbre. I couldn’t think of any men besides my father who might be at Grandma’s house this early in the morning though, and it definitely wasn’t him. And he did not sound old enough to be her boyfriend. 
 
    “This is her granddaughter,” I said, keeping it vague. “I’ve been… away.” 
 
    A long silence followed. The cashier busied himself behind the register, not so subtly sneaking toward the store’s phone, presumably to call the police. I started to lower the cell phone, my thumb moving toward the End Call button, which might as well have been an End Life button. Without Grandma, we were— 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Meena,” the voice finally came through, and though his accent was now jarringly American, I would know my name on those lips anywhere. My heart jolted in my chest, and I slammed the phone back against my ear. “Grandma’s been gone for ten years. And Mom passed last August, I’m afraid, so it’s just me, but don’t worry. I’ve got what you need.” 
 
    Something snapped on the other end of the line.  
 
    Like a branch struck by lightning cracking off from its tree. 
 
    Only this branch cracked first, and the lightning came after.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX: RAHM 
 
      
 
      
 
    For the record:  
 
    I was only humoring Meena. Her twisted plan to drown my evil twin by luring her to the bottom of a semi-frozen lake with the other Laith’s remains might buy us some more time, but those same remains guaranteed that Isaak and I would still die.  
 
    Because Diana? She was gonna turn that lake into vapor.  
 
    But whatever remained of Laith after that would need to be taken back to the Gladwell crypt, which is why I’d gone along with causing this environmental disaster. Real fated mates might not die at the exact same time, but we couldn’t really live without each other either. Diana’s need to stay with Laith’s corpse would be almost unfightable. There was even a small chance she’d pull a Romeo and Juliet… 
 
    STOP DREAMING. 
 
    Yeah. I could humor Meena, but I couldn’t humor me. The witch half of Diana would snap the shifter half out of it, remind her that vengeance is sweetest when served freshly baked. She would go to the moonstone and locate Isaak in a single breath. Unless Isabel sobered up enough to stop her… 
 
    STOP DREAMING. 
 
    Yeah. Diana had stolen the answer to her life’s biggest question when she shoved her nose into Isabel’s throat. Now that she knew Isabel had always loved her as a daughter and had only ever pushed her away to spare her from mating with her brother, Diana would freeze those feelings in time by burning that pitiful excuse for a Belhollow alive. No way would she let Isaak’s upcoming murder take them away.  
 
    That’s why my legs started bouncing the second Meena rolled off my lap and out the door to chase her grandma’s shadow. We needed to gas up and go because, for all we knew, Diana was already fueling up one of the Chairman’s scary black helicopters. There would be plenty of time for making futile phone calls several hundred miles up the road—perhaps from a Cracker Barrel? 
 
    STOP DREAMING. 
 
    No, really! I was confident this version of my sister had never set foot in one of those, which meant we could snarf down some real biscuits without fear of Diana poofing right into our gravy, fangs bared and magic blazing. And once our gears had been greased with a sufficient amount of butter, we’d have better luck coming up with a plan for getting Meena and Dice back inside our time-traveling apartment while Isaak and I lured Diana to the other side of Broken Wand.  
 
    WHERE WE WILL DIE. 
 
    Yeah. So, no, Meena, Dolly’s tremulous voice ringing from the station’s tinny speakers was not some sort of cosmic sign, even if she was getting one thing right—Isaak did look better than a body had a right to, considering the last time I’d seen him he’d been incorporeal. But we were in Pigeon freakin’ Forge—it was probably some sort of law that every business had to play her greatest hits. Next up would be “Jolene” and that didn’t apply to our situation at all. Except… Diana’s eyes were emerald green beneath those creepy white scales, and she was trying to take away my man. 
 
    DAMMIT, DOLLY. 
 
    And damn me, too, because my knee-jerk response when we pulled under the awning had drawn Isaak’s attention to the relevant lyrics and now he was listening with his right ear cocked toward my open door, squinting into the wispy morning fog in front of us like an explanation for the night might finally emerge. And it would—from my own mouth, between courses at Cracker Barrel, in whatever state was above Kentucky.  
 
    My stomach growled, and Dice froze between my palms, his frantic squirming to follow Aunt Meena forgotten. I drew him back to my shoulder, but he thrust out all four paws and stretched up his neck, little black nose snuffling at the truck’s dusty ceiling.  
 
    “Hey.” I held him up in front of my face. “That was just my tummy.” 
 
    Dice blinked, and for a moment, I could’ve sworn I glimpsed my own rugged father in those infinite dark blue pools. Maybe once I died the same way he did, leading the villain away from my kid, Dad’s ghost would be able look at me the same way my own reflection was looking at Dice right now—like he was worth anything and everything it might cost me to love him, even if he never grew up to be a real man.  
 
    I touched our noses together, and Dice pawed at my cheek, combing tiny claws through my stubble and stirring the urge to sprout fur. I couldn’t give in, of course, so I offered him my chin to let him chew on my whiskers, and his dangling tail thumped between my wrists. I grinned, even as his sharp little fangs raked my skin.  
 
    TELL MEENA TO TELL LAITH. 
 
    My smile faltered, and I lowered Dice onto my shoulder before he could taste any selfish tears. This time, he melted against my neck, and I rubbed my cheek against his, breathing in that new puppy smell. He would be Laith’s for the rest of his life, but he was mine for right now.  
 
    Isaak chuffed softly, and without Meena to buffer the current between us, I felt more naked than I’d ever felt with anyone who’d actually seen me naked. And that number wasn’t small. After my final set of foster parents kicked me out, I’d slept with pretty much anyone who offered me a warm enough bed. And now my arrogant St. James pheromones had the audacity to market me as Prime Grade-A Baby Daddy when I had a history of petty crime and substance abuse instead of a high school diploma… 
 
    As casually as I could, I draped Dad’s jacket over my left shoulder so that only Dice’s nose was exposed. Then I turned away from Isaak’s all-too-trusting gaze and swung my jumpy legs out the wide open door, stretching them full-length for the first time since the barn. The immediate relief pulled an embarrassing groan from my throat, and I sagged sideways against my seat. Maybe I could just ride flat in the back until we got to Cracker Barrel… 
 
    I opened my eyes, and the dark red stains on my bright orange converse reminded me I really didn’t want to know what it looked like back there. My jaws ground together, quelling a rising tide of jealous bile. Why should Remi’s Laith get to reap the rewards after Diana’s Laith cost me and Isaak our lives? If he hadn’t been lurking in the shadows at the far end of the barn, stroking the nose of the same evil horse that bit me on Thanksgiving… 
 
    Meena thought Diana’s Laith was the tragic romantic hero of this story, but that was because she and my sister had basically the same type—soulful, scruffy beefcakes with brooding eyes full of clueless entitlement. Watching any version of Laith lunge for any version of Remi’s baby was going to hit Meena differently than it hit me to see some woolly redneck stranger jump into the back of his pickup then come hoodslidin’ down the front in mountain lion form.  
 
    She honestly believed he’d only wanted to re-boot Three Men and a Baby with Isaak and me, but I saw his human face before it changed. He’d meant to rip Dice right out of my mouth and take him back to Diana, no questions asked, because she was his mother, and Father knows best.  
 
    Isaak slashed his throat so hard his neck snapped.   
 
    It was definitely the second most traumatic thing I’d ever seen. 
 
    But also… the hottest. 
 
    I’M SORRY, OKAY?! 
 
    Like, obviously I wouldn’t say that if we were talking about Remi’s Laith, but we were talking about Diana’s Laith, whose hubris had signed our death certificates. So, no, I wasn’t going to feel even a little bit guilty that seeing my soulful, scruffy beefcake destroy a cougar to protect our child had me ready to— 
 
    “Oi.” Isaak’s fingertips grazed my shoulder, just below Dice’s floppy paws. “What’s your favorite movie?” 
 
    “Huh?!” I startled upright, and my jacket slipped, so when I craned my neck to look at him, I got a mouthful of puppy fur. “Why would you ask me that?” 
 
    Isaak’s nose wrinkled with his bemused smile—the one I seemed to elicit the most. “Isn’t that what people ask each other on a first date?” 
 
    “Is this…?” I stared at him over Dice’s head, heart pounding so hard my eardrums ached. “Are we calling this a first date?” 
 
    “I made tea, and you kissed me, so…” Isaak shrugged, his nose wrinkles spreading into eye crinkles, and alive had never looked so good on anyone.  
 
    “I’m not sure that’s considered a first date in America for anyone under the age of sixty, but okay…” I settled awkwardly into my seat, leaving most of my legs outside where they could fidget freely. “Can we start with something a little less high stakes though? Colors? Foods? Pets? I have a hermit crab! Well, my mom has him for now because they wouldn’t let me bring him to college, which really pissed me off, but now I’m relieved because he would’ve died in the fire, although he might be dead anyway because who knows if Mom’s been remembering to feed him now that she’s having another baby and—”  
 
    “Rahm.” Isaak’s hand flattened on my back, warm and solid. “I want to hear about your mom and your crab and everything else, but I was only asking ‘bout your favorite movie right now ‘cause I was hoping you’d say Titanic.” 
 
    “Why?” I narrowed my eyes. “Because we’re already halfway frozen and about to sacrifice ourselves to save a woman and child?”  
 
    “Um. No?” Isaak’s eyes crinkled deeper, like this outcome had never even occurred to him. “‘Cause she’s right there.” 
 
    He pointed at the windshield with the hand still clutching the wheel, and when I looked, sure enough, an enormous black ship had emerged broadside from the fog several hundred yards in front of us. The bow’s infamous white railings glistened under the newly risen sun, and the craggy iceberg itself loomed along the starboard side, just below the crow’s nest from whence the lookouts had failed to spot it fast enough. Beyond that, two giant orange smokestacks towered over the crisp white, lifeboat-lined, first-class decks and— 
 
    THERE SHOULD BE FOUR! 
 
    The breath I’d been holding exploded outward in a cloud of steamy relief. For a few terrible surreal seconds there, I was afraid I’d only dreamed my son and my mate, but my subconscious would never get such a significant detail of my morbid middle-school obsession wrong. The Titanic had four smokestacks. This was only half the ship.   
 
    I scrambled out of the truck and ran across the salted parking lot, holding Dice’s head so he wouldn’t be jostled. Isaak shouted anyway. His door squealed open and slammed shut just as I slid to a breathless stop at the top of a gentle snowy embankment overlooking this highly effective tourist trap. A circular concrete basin surrounded the iceberg and the prow, drained for the winter and holding several inches of snow.  
 
    The dull knife of déjà vu twisted in my gut, reminding me of another round fountain at the base of a giant rock. I lifted Dice from my shoulder and held him up in front of me before the memory of murdering the other version of his dad could spiral out of control.  
 
    “Look, Simba,” I intoned. “Everything the light touches is foreshadowing.” 
 
    Dice whimpered, paddling the air with all four paws, and I realized too late that he was perhaps a bit young for dark humor and the elements of compelling storytelling. But before I could lower him, Isaak pounded up behind us, blowing steam like one of his mother’s racehorses, and snatched Dice out of my grasp with a very Belhollow look of disapproval that immediately shrunk my head deep into my shoulders.  
 
    “Well, I’d rather you not do that,” he scolded, cradling his cub to his heaving barrel chest for the first time since we fled the mansion. Dice’s tail started spinning like one of the Titanic’s propellers as he scuttled upward, claws snagging on his father’s sleek black shiftskin, which would hopefully pass as some sort of hipster snowsuit to anyone passing by. Isaak handed me the jacket I’d dropped in the truck. “Here. Find his bottle.” 
 
    I shrugged into Dad’s jacket and shoved half my arm inside its right pocket until my fingertips brushed a warm cylinder floating in the infinite abyss. The magic stored things exactly as they were when they went in, so the bottle felt the same as it had when Isaak hurriedly mixed it up in the kitchen. I pulled it out and tried to give it to him, but he shook his head. 
 
    “Shake it up real good,” he ordered, and I obeyed. Dice’s head snapped toward the sloshing sound, ears pricked as if hunting, and a moment later, he lunged. But Isaak’s hand engulfed him too securely for an escape. Dice growled, flinging his head from side to side to snap at his father’s fingers, but Isaak just rolled his eyes. “That’s enough.” 
 
    He took the bottle from my hand, leaving it sticky and wet. I tried to casually wipe it on my sweatpants, but Isaak’s eyes flicked toward the motion, and I could feel more points falling off my scoreboard. Dice chomped down on the offered nipple, and the sound of violent slurping overpowered Dolly’s drifting voice to the point that I couldn’t even tell what song she’d moved on to.  
 
    “Sorry.” I shoved my hands in my pockets and scuffed the snow with my bloody shoes. “You should probably know that I’m easily distractible and extremely excitable and come with a collection of passionate interests no one else cares about, including maritime disasters and heartwarming films from before I was born.” 
 
    “I’ll care about anything you care about—” Isaak flashed me an affectionate smirk. “—just don’t hold our kid over cliffs.” 
 
    My heart tripped over its next beat. He’d been acknowledging our bond all night, but this was the first time he’d said it outright—our kid. Mine and his. Just like in my silliest, saddest, super-secret daydreams.  
 
    “It’s more of a gentle snowy embankment,” I pouted. “Perfect for sledding.” 
 
    “I might be new to driving American cars, but parking lots are pretty universal.” Isaak tilted his head toward the shiny black strip of asphalt between the bottom of the hill and the replica of the ship. “So we’ll save sledding for the future.” 
 
    Another dull knife twisted in my gut, this one driven by nostalgia for something that was never going to happen. Which was painful enough, but then my stupid brain poured salt in the wound by showing me a montage of Remi and Laith getting to have that cozy experience on one of the gentle snowy embankments behind the farmhouse. And not with a puppy but a perfect little boy. 
 
    Because Remi was going to heal him. 
 
    Just as she’d healed Braden and Castle when Meena turned them into animals. 
 
    Which is why, as much as it hurt knowing Fate always conspired in Remi and Laith’s favor, I would gladly salt my wounds until I became nothing but a shriveled, frothing slug on the sidewalk if that’s what took to make sure Dice made it home to his mom.  
 
    “Wish I had time to take you inside.” Isaak’s soft brown eyes roved the length of the ship, which was cut bluntly in half at the back of the parking lot. “Reckon you’d find it a bit more date-worthy than biscuits and tea. They’ve got all sorts of artifacts and exhibits and that whole big staircase with the clock…” He bit his lip and glanced over at mine. “You could’ve kissed me there, if we had time.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, unsure if that was an invitation to kiss him right then—and hyper aware of my morning breath if it was. Not that my night breath had been any better after so much raw terror, but the only thing that mattered back then was soothing the full-body blistering pain of never having kissed each other. 
 
    But our second kiss would be different. A symbol of our acceptance. A choice to continue whatever had been started. So it mattered that my breath smelled like an anxious dog’s on its way to the vet, and it mattered that there were so many things about me—about us—that I hadn’t told him yet. 
 
    “Wait.” I pointed at the ship. “Have you been in there before?” 
 
    “Um…” Isaak ducked his head. “Well. Yes. With Diana. Right after Mum moved us here. Back when we was friends.”  
 
    My arms folded around my chest but couldn’t hold back my jealous growl. “Well, doesn’t she just get to do everything first?” 
 
    Isaak winced, which made me cringe, but I didn’t know how to fix it when clearly he and my sister had been on a date. I knew Titanic was Remi’s favorite movie too, even though she’d never expressly admitted it. Stupid twin mind-meld shit. Or maybe just silly fated mates crap. There weren’t that many movies that accurately captured the experience of meeting someone who literally set your soul on fire. 
 
    “Your turn.” Isaak thrust Dice and the bottle into my hands, which felt like a small token of forgiveness for being a petty little bitch. “Like this.” 
 
    He adjusted my angle so Dice wouldn’t choke and then turned away from us, taking his turn at folding his arms. His absurdly defined muscles quivered beneath the shiftskin, and while they were even more magnificent to behold in the light of dawn, I longed for the chance to see his real shape again.   
 
    “Rahm, I’ve never done that before,” Isaak announced, and from the way his voice trembled, I knew exactly what he meant.  
 
    “Killed someone?” I brushed my elbow against his since my hands were full. 
 
    “What?” Isaak barked a bitter laugh. “No! I was hunting vampires on horseback before I could shift. I’m the Son of the Claw, Rahm.” He shook his head and hugged himself tighter. “I’ve never kissed anyone.” 
 
    “Oh.” My brow furrowed, lowering my gaze to the living, breathing, milk-slurping proof in my palms that he’d done something at least once—and not with just anyone. “I’m sorry.” I shook my head to clear the unwanted image. “I shouldn’t have—” 
 
    “That’s not what I want to hear,” he growled, inching away from me.  
 
    “Isaak…” I couldn’t see his face, but the shaved parts of his scalp had turned bright red. I wanted to bury my face in the short curls on top, kiss every square inch of his skull that had never been broken and buried in this universe. “What do you want to hear?” 
 
    “I want to know if you—” He clasped both hands behind his head, elbows spread wide like some sort of shield. “Have you ever—”  
 
    “Kissed someone?” My shoulders sagged. Might as well get this over with. “Yeah. Um. A lot of someones, actually. But I promise—”   
 
    “Kissed me!” Isaak whirled so fast his elbow raked my chest, right across the raw handprint Diana had seared into my flesh. I’d been so numb in the truck that I’d forgotten all about it, but now, even with the padding of my jacket and T-shirt, his touch set every nerve in my body aflame—and not in the sexy way.  
 
    I stumbled backward, hissing in pain, and my right foot started sledding down the gentle snowy embankment without the rest of me. Isaak caught me—one hand on my hip, the other on the elbow Dice was tucked under—and pushed my gangly limbs back into the upright position.  
 
    The bottle, however, had already hit the ground, and Dice let out a pitiful howl. Ignoring these theatrics, Isaak tugged me as close as he could until I shifted our unhappy infant onto my shoulder. Then he tugged me even closer, the closest we’d been since the kiss, and I wanted the bottle back because I did not know what to do with that empty hand.  
 
    “I am asking,” Isaak clarified, gazing up at me through his dark heavy lashes, “if you ever kissed me in your timeline?”  
 
    My lips parted but not for a kiss. “H-how did you…” 
 
    Isaak quirked one triumphant eyebrow and murmured, “Here I come again.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN: RAHM 
 
      
 
      
 
    DAMMIT, DOLLY.  
 
    “I-I’m sorry,” I stammered. “I was going to tell you.” 
 
    “You’ve been telling me all night, Rahm. Meena, too, what with all her sad stray thoughts.” He wrinkled his nose and then shrugged it off. “And of course I want to hear the how and why of it when we’re all safe and sound, but right now—” His hands framed my face, thumbs brushing my whiskers. “I just want to know how much he got to do with you first. So I don’t embarrass myself.” 
 
    My eyes clenched shut, and I swear so did my lungs and all the valves in my heart. I pushed Dice against his real father’s chest until Isaak got the message and stepped back, taking his kid with him. Then I collapsed, plowing up two pristine furrows of snow as my legs stretched down the hill. I had been humoring myself, to think we could live happily ever after if only we didn’t have to die.  
 
    A bitter wind ruffled my hair, and after a moment, Isaak smoothed it down. My head drooped even lower. He steadied himself on my shoulder and sank down beside me, crossing his legs to make a cradle for Dice, who immediately began clamoring to play in the snow. Isaak was right though; the hill was a lot steeper than it seemed. No wonder my own mother didn’t want me around her new baby when the time came. I was a danger to myself and others even without my stupid magic.  
 
    “Oi,” Isaak said, softly this time. “I’m not gonna be jealous, if that’s what you’re afraid of. I know he’s dead, and I can’t imagine anything more romantic than you coming from a whole ‘nother universe to find me again. I just want to be worth it.” 
 
    A whimper squeaked in my throat, and Dice whimpered back, his head cocked with concern, which… did not make me feel any better. I dragged my knees up to my chest, revealing two long lines of crunchy yellow grass, and wrapped my arms around them.  
 
    My gaze locked on the iceberg and the ship, frozen forever in the worst moment of their lives. A few seconds sooner… a few inches to the left… and I’d be staring at just another hoedown jamboree dinner theater.  
 
    “That was our first kiss for me too,” I whispered.  
 
    “But you knew me. You knew I’m supposed to be Isaak, not Id.”  
 
    I nodded, dropping my forehead to my knees.  
 
    “So, why didn’t you kiss me?” He brushed his shoulder against mine. 
 
    “Because…” I gouged my kneecaps into my eye sockets, but the tears still slithered into my beard. “I killed you before I could.” 
 
    Isaak flinched away. Of course he did. Of course he scooped up Dice and held him to his chest like maybe I was a serial killer who just traveled through time ending his bloodline. And of course he knocked me over hard enough that my egg-shaped huddle cracked apart, and I was suddenly lying sunny-side down in the snow. 
 
    “Stay down,” Isaak growled, pressing one hand to the center of my back. Moisture seeped through my shirt, stinging the smaller handprint on my chest. I turned my face through the snow to get one last look at him before he took his revenge—and found him lying on his belly as well, with Dice tucked protectively under his other arm.  
 
    Blue lights flashed in my peripheral vision, and I followed his soldier-sharp gaze back to the station. Just in time to see two silent police cars glide under the awning, blocking our truck at the pump.  
 
    MEENA! 
 
    I scrabbled into a crouch, but Isaak’s hand was gravity itself. “Stay. Down.” 
 
    “Meena…” My fingers dug up snowballs as if that would help her out. Had someone called the cops because she was covered in blood? Had she finally passed out when no one answered the phone? Or did that dumb ass try to steal us some snacks? 
 
    “Shhh.” Isaak’s hand massaged my back. “I’m tryin’ to grab their minds.” 
 
    We could all do that. Manipulate humans the way only Manips like Daniel and Laith could manipulate other shifters. But for obvious reasons, I’d never felt like giving it a try. Isaak’s brow wrinkled with concentration, the tip of his tongue poking from the corner of his mouth. But then not one, not two, not three, but four officers emerged from the two cars and sauntered toward the station doors.  
 
    Isaak sagged and shook his head—too many minds for any shifter without that accursed gift.  
 
    “Now what?” I asked as the last of them disappeared through the door. 
 
    Isaak lifted his head and focused on the station again. But if he couldn’t grab them outside, he wasn’t going to grab them through concrete walls and a metal roof. And yet, for some reason, a satisfied smile curved his cheek. His hand slipped over to my ribs and pulled me tight against him.   
 
     “Now…” He planted a kiss on my temple. “We thank the moon for your passionate interest in maritime disasters. Otherwise, this might’ve gotten messy.”  
 
    I stared at him, confused for many, many reasons, but my concern for Meena trumped all of it right now. “How is this not going to get messy? She’s drenched in blood, and so are we! If they look in the back of the truck, they’ll know we’ve done something to someone, and if we run, they’ve got guns.”  
 
    “Listen.” Isaak’s eyes cut upward as if the jarringly upbeat strains of Dolly and Kenny’s “Islands in the Stream” were drifting down from Heaven itself. His delusional smile widened. “This one’s a sign for sure.” 
 
    “What? Why?” I demanded. “The central metaphor doesn’t even make sense. Like, are they the islands, or are they going to the islands? Those are two different—” 
 
    “They’re sailing to another world, Rahm.” Isaak returned his gaze to the station, and a small hopeful chill rolled down my spine. “Plus, it’s the song my parents sang at a karaoke pub the night I was most likely conceived.” 
 
    My jaw smashed into the snow. “Why the hell do you know that? You didn’t even know your dad’s name until I told you!” 
 
    “Mum’s a drunk.” Isaak shrugged. “Sometimes she talks when I’m tucking her in. And one time she hummed. So, I asked.” A shadow of pain crossed his face. “Whatever it took to seduce him, right?” 
 
    I grimaced. “Why would that be what it took to seduce anyone?” 
 
    “He got a kick out of country music, apparently. Liked the ladies’ accents.” 
 
    My jaw smashed back into the snow. “Okay, well, I have something super cute to tell you about the version of your mom I knew, but for real, how are we getting Meena out of there?” 
 
    I looked back at the station, but there were too many souvenir ads plastered all over the windows to see even a single silhouette inside. Probably Meena was fine. Probably they were just questioning her about her condition, and she was successfully lying her way out of it because she was the smartest person I knew. Probably they weren’t going to arrest her and take her to jail when we were already running out of time to get Dice out of here alive.  
 
    “We’re gonna wait for them to arrest her,” Isaak said in a conspiratorial whisper. “Once they’ve got her in a car, I’m going to create a diversion big enough to require all four of ‘em. Then you’re gonna take Dice and steal that car.” His arm tightened around my shoulders. “You’re going to leave me, and you’re not going to argue.” 
 
    “Like hell!” I twisted halfway onto my side so we were sort of facing each other. “Losing you to Diana’s one thing, but I’m not losing you to a bunch of human cops. We’re magical creatures, dammit.” 
 
    “And I’m the only one of us Diana can smell.” Isaak nuzzled his nose between our son’s ears as he marveled at the dissolving miracle of snow on his little pink tongue. “Perks of being a puppy—not even the moonstone will rat him out. I only came along to get you three out of the woods. You’re home free without me.”  
 
    “Nooo,” I whined, even though I knew he was right. “I’m not ready—” 
 
    His hand engulfed the back of my head, pulling me in for a rough second kiss that was over so fast I wasn’t even sure we should count it. Then he slid Dice through the snow until he was tucked under my chest instead. “You have to be.” 
 
    I curled my arm around our cub, understanding that Isaak wasn’t understanding that I had no intention of going home and getting shoved into the goofy gay uncle box. Remi had already made it plain she didn’t want me raising her baby when she gave Laith custody of her hypothetical child with Daniel. I was nothing if I wasn’t Isaak’s mate.  
 
    “You just told me this stupid song is a sign,” I said. “Now you’re telling me I have to know that your parents got off on Dolly Parton karaoke for no reason?” 
 
    “Dice is the reason,” Isaak said firmly. “And you’re the answer to my prayers. So, you’ve got to be ready the second they come out of there.” His eyes darkened. “Don’t you think you owe it to the other me?” 
 
    I swore under my breath.  
 
    “Babe!” Isaac scolded in a theatrical American accent that better not have been a mockery of my own. “Language!” 
 
    I glared at him, and here came those nose wrinkles and eye crinkles. Again. My lower lip wobbled. It wasn’t fair. We could’ve been special too. But I bit my lip and nodded my assent. It wouldn’t exactly be the first time I’d stolen a cop car.  
 
    Isaak ruffled my hair and then retracted his arm so he could properly crouch. I followed suit, wishing I could simply tuck Dice into my magical pocket and fish him out when this was over. But that would probably be just as traumatizing. Luckily, he seemed content to stay under me, snapping at the mysteries of snow.    
 
    “What’s taking so long?” I hissed after enough minutes had passed for my spring-loaded toes to start burning.  
 
    “It’s literally only been two songs,” Isaak chuckled. “Hang on.”  
 
    My legs started churning like a cat getting ready to pounce. Isaak glanced over his shoulder, and I wanted to think he was checking me out but probably he was hoping I would stop being a weirdo. Unfortunately, I could not. By the time the third song came to a close, I was on the verge of snapping at the snow myself.  
 
    “Did you say your mum’s having a baby?” Isaak asked in an overly casual tone that failed to disguise his attempt at distraction. 
 
    “Yep. Conceived in a barn on Thanksgiving with some guy she barely knows.” My lip curled with disgust. “I can only hope they didn’t sing first.” 
 
    Isaak pulled a yikes face and then abruptly blushed. “So, um, Diana and me… We didn’t do that. If you’re wondering.”  
 
    “Sing?” I snorted. “Well, at least there’s that.” 
 
    “Mate,” Isaak said. “We didn’t mate. Not in the, um, traditional sense. I just left what she needed outside her door, and she took care of the rest, alright? We never even made eye contact. That’s what she meant when she said I can’t mate right. She’s convinced herself we did it wrong and that’s why he’s like this, but it worked well enough to break the curse, so—”  
 
    The brilliant white light of a flash-bang grenade illuminated the gas station windows, momentarily obliterating my vision. Instinct launched us blindly to our feet, and I shoved Dice under my jacket before they could set off another.  
 
    “Change of plans.” Isaak clapped my back. “Get him out of here.” 
 
    “I can barely see!” I rubbed my free hand over my eyes. “Why would they do that?! She’s just a teenage girl!” 
 
    “She must’ve resisted,” Isaak said, and already his voice was several steps away. “I’ll do my best to get her out. But you have to go!” 
 
    I shook my head like a dog and bits of scenery returned, clouded by dark spots. The station was still standing—a huge relief, given just how loudly my ears were ringing. Half the fibers of my being wanted to follow my mate into battle, but the other half cared only for the cub trembling under my jacket. I watched Isaak jog toward the station, halfway crouching in case he needed to roll away from bullets, I supposed, and this was better, I guessed, than my other last image of him. 
 
    The glass doors burst open, and Meena shot from the building so fast she collided with our truck, doubling over the bed. She came up with Isaak’s bag, swinging it onto her back as she looked in either direction, seeming weirdly not disoriented from having experienced a stun grenade at close range. Isaak hollered and waved, and then she was darting around the nearest police car and running toward us on her socked feet. 
 
    She made it halfway to Isaak before the glass doors burst open again. She looked back and shrieked, but from where I stood, it appeared no one had even followed her. Isaak, however, yelped in surprise, and Meena kicked it into even higher gear as the vicious barking started. Isaak held out his hand, urgently beckoning her forward with a colorful string of British curse words.  
 
    Four snarling German Shepherds charged from behind the cop car.  
 
    Meena made it to Isaak, and he swept her off her feet and over his shoulder, turning on a dime at the same time. He booked it my way, screaming for me to run, but I couldn’t look away from the dogs, who would’ve already brought them both down if it weren’t for a few tiny details. 
 
    Two of the dogs were still wearing pieces of their pants. 
 
    The third was draped in the shreds of his dark blue shirt. 
 
    And the fourth was tripping over his holster.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Isaak might’ve been built like an unusually short NFL lineman, but he ran like a JV quarterback yearning for his father’s affection. Good thing, since I’d just lost whatever I had left of my own dad’s respect by assaulting four police officers with the magic he’d tried to keep me from inheriting. Now it coursed through my veins, humming like a high-voltage powerline, connecting me to the source I’d been so cruelly cut off from. 
 
    Blood rushed to my head as I bounced on Isaak’s back, gravity pulling his heavy bag down my dangling arms. I fought through the swaying curtain of my own hair to steady it, which had the added benefit of shielding the sides of my face with my sharp elbows. My socked feet appreciated Isaak’s chivalry, but if the dogs caught up…  
 
    “What the ‘ell kind of magic is that?!” Isaak cried between pleas for Rahm to run.  
 
    “My mom’s!” I shouted with a manic grin that did not match the danger we were in. I had loved wielding my grandmother’s powers these past five months, but this was my rightful inheritance in any universe where Mom and I never got to know each other. And apparently, that was all of them. 
 
    The baying of the hounds grew louder, but I couldn’t see anything other than Isaak’s churning buttocks and the salted gray pavement rushing beneath his feet. I didn’t want to look my victims in their brand-new K-9 faces anyway. They were just doing their jobs, responding to a call about a bloody teenage girl collapsing in a convenient store, but there simply wasn’t time for us to visit the Pigeon Forge police station today. 
 
    Everything happened so fast. 
 
    We all acted on instinct. 
 
    They didn’t feel any pain. 
 
    That’s what Braden had assured me about his experience of being forcibly shifted anyway. One second he was a person, the next he was not, and since that was exactly how things had gone down with the cops, I was choosing to believe their experience had been the same. Flash! Bang! German Shepherds! Or maybe Belgian Malinois… 
 
    “Watch your head!” Isaak roared, and then his body crashed hip first to the ground, and my elbows were plowing through snow, scraping grass underneath. The full weight of the backpack fell against my head as Isaak’s feet slammed to a stop at the bottom of the whatever hill we’d almost just died on.  
 
    He flung me off his shoulder and onto my feet, where I had only a fraction of a second to register him rolling onto all fours before a long arm snaked around my waist and spun me away from the steep embankment. Rahm hauled me like a suitcase across this smaller parking lot toward what appeared to be a replica of the Titanic, complete with iceberg, because, honestly, at this point, why the hell not?  
 
    When we reached the sidewalk that swept around the fountain surrounding the fake ship, Rahm set me on my feet and shoved Dice into my arms. “Get him out of here!” 
 
    “Not without you!” I grabbed for his arm, gathering the magic to poof us safely into Grandma’s living room—my brother’s living room.   
 
    “Keep your promise!” Rahm slapped my hand with so much fury I wondered if my loose mind had just spoiled the surprise. “Get him to Remi!” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid! I have magic! I can get us all home now!” 
 
    Rahm paused, cautious hope reigniting in his bright green eyes. We looked over our shoulders at the four dogs cresting the hill and the bear-sized boy waiting at the bottom with his deadly claws unfurled.  
 
    “Isaak, no!” I screamed, lurching toward him. “They’re people!” 
 
    Rahm caught me again, swinging my feet through the air until they were back on the sidewalk. “Take Dice and come back! Meet us on the other side of the Titanic in five minutes!” He ripped off his jacket and tucked it around his son. “But if we don’t come, you leave, you hear me?! You get him to—”  
 
    “Remi! I know!” I crossed my arms over Dice but craned my neck around to shout, “Please don’t kill them!” as the dogs came sliding down the hill. 
 
    Rahm shoved me into a stumbling run, and I followed the sloping path around the fountain’s black wall, which rose higher with every step I took. The frantic barking crescendoed into battle cries, and when I came to a bed of frosted shrubbery beneath the fountain’s tallest point, I looked back to see Isaak struggling under all four dogs and wolf Rahm’s clothes discarded on the curb. Turning away felt like throwing my heart to the monsters I’d made, but there was nothing I could do with Dice in my arms.  
 
    I forged ahead, slipping and sliding in my floppy wet socks as the path grew steeper on the other side of the ship, which had been hiding the fountain’s overflow levels. The second tier sat flush with the green metal roof of a sprawling brick building designed to look like an old English seaport, while the shallow third tier occupied a small open plaza next to the museum.  
 
    As soon as the pavement flattened, I swerved that direction and threw myself down on a bench, pulling my knees up to my chest. Dice squirmed in violent protest, but I locked my arms around my legs, turning myself into a flesh and blood escape pod. Closing my eyes, I pictured my grandmother’s living room, specifically the floral sofa that sat in front of the large picture window looking out on her front porch.  
 
    The atmosphere crackled as if I were conjuring a storm, and my stomach rolled over as the earth dropped out from under me. For an increment of time too tiny to measure, I was everywhere and nowhere all at once. And then my butt sank into my favorite spot on Grandma’s ancient couch.  
 
    Heat rushed in to caress my chapped skin, melting the protective shell I’d made of myself. My arms drooped into the creases between the cushions, and my feet slid to the floor, bumping up against the base of the coffee table. Isaak’s bulky backpack made it impossible for me to flop back my head and finish my decade-long after-school ritual, so I slumped awkwardly forward instead.  
 
    The room looked mostly as I remembered, even though Grandma had died ten years earlier. Same hardwood floors, same antique furniture, same orange glow from the radiator in the corner. But the wooden coffee table’s lace doilies and crystal candy dish had been replaced with apple-shaped coasters emblazoned with music notes and a big square book on the history of theater.  
 
    A chill ran through my soul, recognizing the dramatic melody swelling from the kitchen—and the rich baritone singing along. Only now he was singing at full strength and top volume, unfettered by the limitations of telepathy as he’d been when I first heard him singing the exact same song in Phorm’s dungeon. And he was good.  
 
    I picked up one of the childish coasters, wondering if he’d made them for my mother in the early days after she rescued him instead of me. Wondering if I should just leave. But accompanying the déjà vu music was the sweet percussion of potion prep—sliding drawers and banging cabinets, bottles clunking on the counter—and I had no choice but to trust that my mother had done the right thing for the me I was today.    
 
    Dice wiggled free from the jacket and tumbled into a cushion canyon, landing on top of my left arm with all four paws jutting upward. And for the first time, here in the cozy warm glow of Grandma’s brass lamp, I noticed the five white spots decorating his chest. I pulled back my hand and traced an uneven star between the markings. He blinked up at me, seeming every bit as content as Rahm would’ve been to fall into a crevice between two giant pillows after such a long night. 
 
    “Stay there.” I shucked off the backpack and shimmied into the jacket. Then I turned and gave his ears a scratch. “I’m going to get your dads.” 
 
    His tail thumped, making me wonder if he knew who that word referred to even if he couldn’t grasp what it meant. But who could, really? My entire life with mine had been a lie, from being told Mom died in a car accident to being told he’d always be there for me, no matter what.  
 
    “Meena?” asked the strange American voice I’d spoken to on the phone.  
 
    I spun toward the living room’s archway, and there he was, standing in the foyer between the front door and the stairs, backlit by the dining room’s modest chandelier. The music had stopped, and now there were only raindrops on the windows, ticking away the seconds as we gaped at one another. I’d been a baby the last time he saw me, and he’d been cut in half by aquarium glass the last time I saw him.  
 
    Now I was grown, and he was whole.  
 
    My brother: Daniel Song.  
 
    Same golden hair. Same cerulean eyes. Same dimples on either side of his widening smile. But his cheeks were fuller, ruddy from the long Michigan winter, and his creamy cable-knit sweater hugged a somewhat chubby frame. He took a hesitant step toward me, like maybe he wanted to embrace. I held up both hands, not ready for that. 
 
    “I have to go back for his dads.” I pointed at Dice. “If I don’t come back, just know he’s a baby. The baby.” I gave Dan my most pointed look. “And he must never go back to his mother.” 
 
    Dan goggled at the puppy, but his eyes didn’t change like Rahm’s and Laith’s, so I took that to mean the forced fate bond didn’t work the same way. But I guess I knew that already or else Declan and Isaak would have been somewhere throwing the ol’ pigskin around right now.  
 
    “Move the coffee table,” I ordered. “I might have a bear on my hands.” 
 
    Dan sprang forward, pulling the table toward the foyer as I called back my magic. I couldn’t believe the risk I was taking, leaving Dice behind, but I wasn’t giving up on my cousins, not when we were so close to their happily ever after. The air crackled, my stomach flipped, and then my feet slammed into cold concrete and slipped.  
 
    I thew out my hands, preventing a face plant that surely would have re-broken my nose. Pain shot through my bones, but I quickly pushed to my feet because there were sirens wailing in all directions, nearly blotting out the battle sounds echoing from… 
 
    Inside the fountain? My gaze shot past the two lower levels and found the point where the highest wall met the side of the ship. I closed my eyes, reminding myself I’d done this before when I poofed Rhea up to the balcony over the fish tank where the other Daniel met his end. A heartbeat later, I was teetering on the ledge.  
 
    I slapped one hand against the fake Titanic for support and stared into a shadowy basin, empty but for drifts of snow. But the vicious grunts and snarls were louder now, and the wall beneath my fingers quivered as something large and heavy struck the other side of the bow. Buoyed from successfully reaching this perch, I considered poofing onto the iceberg I’d seen earlier but decided its surface was too unpredictable.  
 
    So I leaped into the snow instead.  
 
    I sank up to my waist, eliciting a scream as a thousand tiny knives stabbed my skin, but a canine echo of distress kept me moving. Like the world’s most awkward dolphin, I half-jumped and half-swam until I reached the bow’s pointed edge. Gripping it to hold myself above the snow’s surface, I peeked around.  
 
    The police dogs had Isaak’s bear pinned in the corner where the ship met the iceberg. Wolf Rahm bounded from cop to cop, biting their furry butts, but never fully engaging. There could be no other explanation for this strategy than that they were honoring my please not to harm the police officers. But bright red swirls of snow told me someone here had been using excessive force.  
 
    I plunged out into the open, magic swelling in my heart, pushing against my ribs like an alien chest-burster as it bottlenecked at my armpits from the sheer volume of power trying to rush into my fingertips. I held up my hands, expecting the red glow of murder, but finding the pure white light of the moon instead.  
 
    “Rahm, get down!” I screamed, not wanting to turn him into a poodle.  
 
    But the unpredictable magic shot from both hands like water from a broken hydrant, knocking me flat on my ass with its recoil. The barking and growling abruptly stopped, but I couldn’t lift my head to see what I’d done. The snow gobbled up my limp weight, grinding its icy fangs into my face. Had I turned them into turtles? Rabbits? What other animals were eerily silent?  
 
    Not bears. Isaak roared, and I swear the sound waves vibrated me back to the surface. Okay, probably my curiosity just overrode my overwhelm, but that’s how it felt when I lifted my head just enough to see four naked men scream like little children and throw themselves backward as the bear waved his yellow fangs, slinging strings of drool. 
 
    Holy shift. 
 
    Cursing and screaming, the cops flailed through the bloody snow while Rahm nipped at their heels like a neurotic Border Collie, shouting epithets in his mind they luckily couldn’t hear. Isaak’s massive jaws snapped shut, and his wild eyes met mine just before my head fell back, vision going black. 
 
    “Rahm!” Isaak bellowed, and a few seconds later, his enormous human arms were lifting me from the snowbank. His right hand spread across my whole chest, and a bolt of healing magic jolted my heart like a defibrillator. My eyes popped, and Isaak gazed down at me with an expression of holy adoration. “Meena, you—” 
 
    Tires screeched. Red and blue lights painted the iceberg purple. Doors slammed, and gruff voices rang out, only to be answered with the incoherent babbling of the former police dogs. I manage to lift one jellified arm and croaked, “Rahm.” 
 
    He pressed his muzzle into my palm, licking my wrist, and I felt my way along his face until I got a handful of his matted ruff. I slid my other hand over Isaak’s, lacing our fingers tightly together, magic tickled my palms, as an officer screamed, “Put your hands where I can see them!”  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    We crashed down in the middle of the living room, huddled in the same formation—Isaak on his knees, holding me like a baby, and Rahm on his haunches, facing us. His pink tongue fluttered in and out, shedding hot sticky drops of saliva that warned me his emotions were far beyond dysregulated. He nosed my face and then Isaak’s, stamping his paws on the hardwood. “Well, that’s gonna be on the news.” 
 
    “What is?” Dan asked, and then he gasped as if he’d just come around the corner and found our strange tableau. “Meena! Are you okay?!” 
 
    My pounding head lolled toward him, vision blurring in and out. Whatever charge I’d gotten from Isaak’s magical jumpstart had been depleted by hauling two heavy shifters across three quantum state lines. But I got flashes of Dan standing in the foyer with a roll of paper towels in one hand and a roly-poly puppy in the other.  
 
    “Dan…” I tried to warn him. 
 
    But of course Rahm thought I was trying to warn him.  
 
    He whirled, tail slapping our faces as it doubled in size along with every other hackle on his body. Obviously Dice had escaped from the couch and relieved his bladder for the first time in hours, and obviously Dan was only trying to clean it up. But Rahm hunkered into a predatory crouch, every muscle in his long, lean body rippling with intent to kill.  
 
    “You put him down,” Rahm snarled. “You put him down right now.” 
 
    “Of course,” Daniel said, partially lifting his hands as if responding to the cop we’d just escaped from. “I was just trying to keep him out of his puddle.” 
 
    “Put! Him! Down!” Rahm screamed, punctuating each internal word with an outward bark. “Get your hands off him!” 
 
    “Rahm…” I rasped, my tongue like a ball of cotton.  
 
    I rolled my pleading eyes up to Isaak, but he was already sliding me off his lap and onto the floor. A low growl rumbled in his chest as he crawled over me on his human hands and knees, uncannily animalistic as he joined his mate in front of me. I sighed, head wobbling on the hardwood. Sometimes gay fated mateship meant sharing one partner’s child, and sometimes it meant sharing a single aggressive male brain cell.  
 
    “Meena, are these the, um, dads?” Dan stepped back. “Just want to be sure…” 
 
    I motioned for him to do as Rahm said, and Dan bent carefully at the knees, setting Dice down like a loaded pistol. He quickly lifted both hands after that and took a long step into the dining room. Dice followed, pouncing on his feet with a high-pitched growl. He gripped the toe of Dan’s wool sock in his teeth and yanked, stretching it out like pizza cheese. Dan looked at me, helpless.  
 
    “Dice!” Rahm barked. “Stop that! Get over here!” 
 
    Dice ignored him, scuttling backward with the sock in his mouth as if he and Dan were playing tug of war. Dan gripped the frame of the dining room archway for balance, and Rahm lunged to the living room’s threshold. He crouched even lower, dark fur bristling into reptilian spikes along his spine. Isaak pushed up onto his fingers and toes, trembling from the tackle. I grabbed his nearest ankle and hauled myself onto my side. 
 
    “Rahm, no!” I moaned. “He’s Daniel Song, not Daniel Helms!” 
 
    Isaak’s head snapped around, eyes wide, but Rahm darted forward. He snatched Dice up by the scruff and lobbed him across the polished floor like a fuzzy bowling ball. Isaak caught him and slid him through his legs to me as Dan scrambled up the stairs, stammering apologies. Rahm followed, driving his fangs into the meaty part of Dan’s calf, eliciting a shriek of pain that might very well bring Twin Rivers own cops running. 
 
    Dan’s face thumped on each step as Rahm dragged him back down to the foyer. He crossed his arms over the back of his neck, begging for mercy, making no move to fight back. Dice whimpered, burrowing inside my coat. I smoothed his ruffled fur, wet with Rahm’s drool, and wondered if protecting your child so hard you became their greatest trauma was the meaning of fatherhood.  
 
    “Stop him!” I smacked the back of Isaak’s leg. “That’s my brother, and he’s making your potion! He’s saving you this time!” 
 
    Isaak looked at me again, eyes even wider now, and I realized those words made no sense to him. Or maybe they did because his round face hardened with resolve, and the floorboards shook with the force of his launch. He barreled into Rahm with a bear hug that rolled them both into the dining room. Daniel grabbed hold of the banister and hauled himself into the stairwell, almost out of view.  
 
    “Let me go!” Rahm snarled and snapped beneath his mate. “He’s Diana’s fated mate! If we kill him, we’ll be safe!” 
 
    “From her, yeah.” Isaak held Rahm’s frothy muzzle to the floor. “But I reckon you’re forgetting Decky. He can and will hunt me down if anything happens to her, so I need that potion.” He glanced between me and the stairs. “He’s really making it?” 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed, mustering the strength to sit up. I tugged Dice onto my lap before realizing my shorts were totally soaked with snow. Violent shivers finally set in as I moved him back to the couch where I’d left him. “Aren’t you, Dan?” 
 
    “Well, it’s going to be hard now that I can’t stand up!” Dan huffed from the stairs. “But yes, I started as soon as we got off the phone. It will be ready in about four hours.”  
 
    “If it’s already brewing, we don’t need him alive.” Rahm’s visible eye rolled toward me, showing its bloodshot white. “And what does he mean you talked on the phone?! You knew he was here?! And you still left Dice?!” 
 
    “I didn’t have a choice,” I said. “I had to go back for you guys.” 
 
    “No!” Rahm flailed, but Isaak didn’t budge. “You promised!” 
 
    “And I will keep that promise if I have to, but it wasn’t time to give up.” I leaned heavily against the sofa, squeezing the frightened puppy’s shoulders. “He needs you. Both of you. And if he gets Remi and Laith, too, that’s great, but you are not going to use them as an excuse to martyr yourself over something you had no control over.” 
 
    Rahm’s claws gouged into the floor as he scrabbled to escape Isaak’s hold, even though it was turning into more of an embrace as Isaak pressed his face into Rahm’s fluffy mane. I tucked Dice into the cushion crease again and rose on trembling legs. Magic had never taken so much out of me before, but then I’d never done magic like that alone before. I’d only been able to transform Braden and Castle with a boost from Dash, and I’d needed Remi’s healing powers to change them back. Now I could do it all—if I didn’t mind feeling like death afterward.  
 
    I hobbled over to the archway, grasping its worn white trim for support. Dan sat halfway up the stairs with his shredded pant leg pulled up to reveal his ragged puncture wounds. All of my resentment toward Mom for saving him instead of me melted away in a surge of warmth for this kind-faced version of the cold-blooded killer I’d spent two months on the lam with. He could have fought Rahm with magic or claws, but he hadn’t fought Rahm at all.  
 
    It was almost as if—No, the question of how he’d known I was coming would have to wait until Rahm was stable. I lurched across the archway and gripped the rounded edge of the banister bolted to the stairwell’s closest wall. Shadows filled the slanted hallway leading upstairs, obscuring the details of a dozen framed photos lining the opposite wall. I wanted to climb over Dan and examine them, find out what my mother would’ve looked like if she’d lived to be Aunt Rhea’s age. What I might look like if I survived another twenty-five years of magical mayhem.  
 
    “Meena!” Rahm barked. “Please! We have to!” 
 
    “No, Isaak is right, and I should have thought of that before…” I trailed off, leaving the lake implied. Dan needed to focus on finishing the potion not his impending demise. “It’s been a very long night, and won’t be easy getting back into whatever’s left of Broken Wand. If that’s even the way to get home. We literally don’t know. All we do know is that Diana can poof there in a nanosecond, so we need a plan before we go.” 
 
    “That’s what Cracker Barrel is for!” Rahm whined. “Biscuits and gravy…” 
 
    Isaak lifted his head, and his eyes were puffy and red as if he were allergic to his boyfriend’s pet dander. “Oh, I do like their, um, the crumbly yellow muffins?” 
 
    Rahm’s eye rolled way back to look at him. “When have you had their cornbread?!” 
 
    “Oi, that’s it.” Isaak sighed dreamily. “They’ve got one in Pigeon Forge.” 
 
    “Oh, let me guess.” Rahm glowered cross-eyed at the hand holding down his snout. “You went there with my sister after your date to the Titanic?” 
 
    “It weren’t a date!” Isaak reddened. “But we got kicked out, if that helps.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” I muttered. “She killed a server for bringing her the wrong food?” 
 
    “No, she, um, lit all the candles in the store.” Isaak let go of Rahm’s nose to snap his fingers in demonstration. “Set off all the sprinklers, everyone had to leave…” 
 
    “If you’re hungry,” Dan piped up, his strange American voice fraught with pain. “I could have breakfast delivered. We don’t have a Cracker Barrel, but we do have this charming little diner called The Quaker…” 
 
    I gaped up the stairs. “The Quaker does delivery here?”   
 
    Dan brightened. “You’re familiar?” 
 
    “I worked there in high school.” 
 
    “Me too!” He ducked his head, embarrassed. “Still do, but I called in…” 
 
    “Meena!” Rahm screeched, flailing again. “If you won’t let me kill him, then the least you can do is not engage in small talk with him! But you should really let me kill him!”  He paused to lick his chops. “After he buys me biscuits.”  
 
    Isaak gently swatted Rahm’s nose. “Stop. You’re setting a bad example for our little boy. And you scared him, so I want you to go to apologize while I patch up that bite.”  
 
    “No!” Rahm yelped. 
 
    “Yes.” Isaak glanced at the rivulet of blood waterfalling down the steps and pooling near my feet. A few more inches, and it would be seeping into the paper towels Dan had dropped in the scuffle. “You promised him nice words and good things.” 
 
    “Not no to Dice. No to you touching Daniel.” Rahm twisted his neck to look Isaak in the eyes. “You don’t understand—”  
 
    “No, you don’t understand how smart I am.” He cupped Rahm’s furry cheek in one hand. “You told Diana that her fate-bound mate was a Manip so powerful he could turn people into puppets for months on end, force them to do things they would never do on their own. And then you told me that you killed me—something I know you’d never do on your own ‘cause you couldn’t have bonded with Dice if you would.” Isaak blinked hard and swallowed harder. “He made you. So Dian—so Remi couldn’t mate with me.”  
 
    Rahm’s ears and eyelids drooped. “I’ve always know how smart you are.” 
 
    “Then understand me when I tell you we can’t punish this poor man for anything he did when his last name was Helms.” Isaak gave Rahm a little shake. “Look at me. I’m not a psychic. I don’t know the whole story. You can tell me when you’re ready. But I do know Decky breaks people. He smells your deepest shame and makes it all you can see in the mirror. He did it to me mum, and now he’s done it to Diana.” 
 
    Isaak looked toward Dice, whose head was poking out from the cushions like he wanted to jump down. I wondered if I should go get him, but a soft hand touched mine on the banister. Dan had scooted down a few steps, staying just out of Rahm’s sight. He shook his head, blue eyes pleading me to believe he wasn’t that monster’s heir here.  
 
    “We wanted him, Rahm,” Isaak choked out. “He was literally the only reason either of us had for existing, and we were ready to meet him. That’s why Mum moved us over here, told Decky not to come around while we sorted it out or else she’d—” Isaak made a scissoring motion with two fingers. “But Di still had to go for Scent Seer training, so I reckon the bastard found out about the barn cat. Tricked her into hurting our baby so she’d hate herself too much to ever run away like Mum.”  
 
    A soft thump came from the living room, followed by the patter of tiny claws, and a moment later, Dice toddled into the foyer. He cocked his head at his dogpiled dads and yipped, scolding them for leaving him out of the game. I stooped to snatch him up, but his stubby little legs were faster than they looked. He scampered into the foyer and squeezed between his fathers, joyfully licking their faces, tail wagging like crazy.  
 
    “Read the room, kid,” Rahm cracked, play-biting Dice across his shoulders. 
 
    Isaak ruffled one set of black ears and then the other, a sad exhausted smile on his face. “I went along with Meena’s plan when we didn’t have no other hope, Rahm, but… I don’t want to kill my best friend. She gave me Dice, no matter what she’s become, and I’ve already hurt her enough for one lifetime.” 
 
    “Wait, what plan?” Dan whispered, and I could only grip his hand.  
 
    “So, please, I’m begging you.” Isaak looked from Rahm to Dan. “Leave your baggage here with him and take us home instead.” 
 
    Rahm’s muzzle swung toward us, velvet jowls rippling with a warning growl when he saw our clasped hands. I stepped in front of Dan, floppy sock squishing in his blood.  
 
    “He’s my brother,” I said. “Raised by my mother after the massacre. He’s even got my grandma’s magic. That’s why I couldn’t use it last night. And that’s how I know we can trust him this time. She’d never give that kind of power to the kind of person who hurt you.” I moved closer, trailing blood, and kneeled in front of Rahm. “I’m sorry though. I know seeing him with Dice must’ve been the scariest moment of your life.” 
 
    Rahm closed his eyes. “I’ll kill him if she comes while we’re waiting.” 
 
    “I won’t stop you,” Dan said quietly.  
 
    Rahm’s chin sagged to the floor, defeated, and Dice clambered on top of his head. Isaak sat up, stroking the length of Rahm’s no longer hackled back, and I felt a silly pang of jealousy. I couldn’t even get Braden to touch my human body. My lips were pushing into a childish pout when Isaak turned his attention to me, eyes shining with the same look of wonder he’d worn while lifting me from the snow.    
 
    “Oi, you’d better take him up on those biscuits.” Isaak grinned, lifting Dice onto his shoulder. “Reckon you’re gonna need a full recharge to turn this pup into a person.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    I padded down the stairs in full suburban mom cosplay—sheepskin boots, fleece-lined leggings, and a cozy purple sweater that reminded me of my cloak. None of it was any different from what I usually wore on cold winter days in Twin Rivers, but all of it, even the underwear, had been worn by my actual mom in her quiet suburban life with Dan, and that had me feeling like a poser as I prepared to face him again.  
 
    She would never be mine the way she’d been his.  
 
    It didn’t matter that her blood flowed through my veins; the proof adorned the walls in matching gold frames. Birthdays. Holidays. Choir concerts. School plays. She’d been there for every moment of his life, and no broken wand could insert her back into mine. But maybe, with her magic, I could cover the farmhouse walls in Dice’s little boy smile.  
 
    Or maybe you’ll kill him… 
 
    Playful growls and laughter erupted around the corner. Shoving down my darkest doubts, I skirted the stains on the four lower steps and emerged into the foyer. Two scented candles flickered in the dining room, losing their fight against the noxious odor wafting from the kitchen, to which the boys all seemed oblivious. Isaak sat on the living room floor, beaming as his wolves tugged Dan’s ripped sock between them. 
 
    I leaned against the archway, laughing as they whirled like a propeller, black ears pinned to their scalps and tails curled over their rumps. When Rahm saw me, he abruptly coughed out the sock, sending Dice spinning into Dan’s piano bench. Isaak cringed, but Dice bounded right back with the prize in his mouth.  
 
    Rahm looked me up and down, whiskers twitching. “Sorry, Karen, you’ll have to speak to the manager tomorrow.”  
 
    “You look very pretty.” Isaak swatted Rahm’s tail. “Purple’s your color.” 
 
    “You haven’t seen her in any other colors.” 
 
    “I can see her in this one!” 
 
    “You do know this isn’t a throuple, right?” Rahm narrowed his eyes. “I know witches have some funny ideas about cousins, but this one’s more like a sister, so…”  
 
    He said it in the bitchiest tone possible, but my heart still fluttered. Rahm was big on family labels. That’s why it drove him crazy Remi called their mother Rhea. But being one of his nephew’s three fathers had apparently loosened him up.  
 
    “You can tell your sister she’s pretty,” Isaak groused. “Don’t mean you want to—” 
 
    “Have a baby with her?” Rahm’s ears flattened. 
 
    “I reckon you’d be just as pissy if I didn’t think Diana was pretty since you look just alike.” He folded his arms. “But she’s not me sister!” 
 
    “So you do think she’s pretty?.” 
 
    “Well, not with that stupid haircut.”  
 
    It wasn’t exactly possible for a wolf to purse his lips, but Rahm came close.  
 
    Isaak rolled his head back and groaned.  
 
    “Shower’s free!” I chirped. “Water’s still hot.” 
 
    “You go.” Rahm motioned with his nose. “Make it cold though.” 
 
    Isaak quietly rose and slung his backpack over one dejected shoulder. I could’ve throttled Rahm. He’d promised his mate only nice words, but both St. James twins had a devil in them that rarely knew when to stop teasing. Laith could take it from Remi and hand it right back, which made her absolutely feral with lust, but Isaak just seemed confused and hurt as he limped toward me.  
 
    “He’ll be nice after breakfast,” I assured him. “I’ll make sure of it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Isaak’s soft brown eyes bore into mine. “For everything.” 
 
    “Don’t. I haven’t done anything yet.” 
 
    “Only the impossible,” he chuckled. “You do realize you might be the most powerful witch who’s ever lived, right?”  
 
    “Oh. Um. Bathroom’s at the end of the hall,” I said, flustered. 
 
    He rolled his eyes at my humility and lumbered up the stairs, ignoring the gallery of Dan’s idyllic childhood. When he reached the top, I turned to Rahm and crossed my arms. My cousin who was more like a brother had flopped onto his side, and his son who was also his nephew had flopped across his ribs, both of them panting. 
 
    “I understand feeling insecure about your boyfriend’s exes, Rahm, but—” 
 
    “Then you understand why he needs to feel like I feel insecure about Diana.”  
 
    “Um, no?” I tilted my head. “Turns out I don’t.” 
 
    “He’s a virgin.”  
 
    “Did I come downstairs into the same universe because…?” 
 
    “He made a donation,” Rahm said flatly.  
 
    “Ohhh.” I breathed an enormous sigh of relief for Remi’s sake and then squinted at Rahm’s blank face. “You seem strangely disappointed.” 
 
    “We were fair and square,” Rahm whined. “Like, so what if I’ve slept with half the closeted jocks in Alabama if he’s slept with my twin? But I was his first kiss, Meena. And I just went for it like…” His eyes slammed shut. “Like a closeted jock.” 
 
    “Rahm, no! You went for it like you’ve already lost him once and won’t let it happen again. It was beautiful. Trust me. I saw it all live in 4KHD.” 
 
     “I’ve had two whole years to think about how I would’ve treated him if I’d met him as myself. He was supposed to get candles and a carefully curated playlist of original love songs from movies that don’t seem like they’d have an original love song.” Rahm opened his eyes. “I mean, seriously, who told Dolly to go that hard for Beethoven’s Second?” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is and neither does your boyfriend, but he looks at you like he’d watch it if you asked him to, so maybe just be nice? We’re, like, bringing him back from the dead.”  
 
    “I know,” Rahm whispered. “I just want to be worth it.” 
 
    I crossed the room and slumped against the couch, pulling my knees up to my chest. Dice slid down from his perch and toddled over, wispy tail wagging. He snuffled at my boots, and I stroked his silky fur while I still could. I’d miss him like this once I turned him into a squalling baby with sticky fingers and a snotty nose.  
 
    Even more if you kill him… 
 
    “Look, I’m obviously not a couple’s therapist, but do you really think he needs to feel like you feel insecure about his relationship with Diana when it’s about to become his relationship with Remi?”  
 
    “He needs to know we can express our ugly feelings and still be okay. Because he’s going to have a lot of those when he finds out what a—” He stopped short of whatever not-nice word he was going to use. “How many pages are in my book.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter how many pages are in either of your books as long as you’re on the same page now.” I hugged my legs. “Just make him feel secure in this relationship.” 
 
    “Interesting. Is that what you were doing when you threw hot chocolate all over Braden?” 
 
    “Lukewarm cocoa,” I mumbled. “And he’s not the one who feels insecure.” 
 
    “Ah. So you do understand why Isaak needs to feel like I feel insecure too.” 
 
    “Oof.” I hid my face in my knees. “Turns out I do.” 
 
     “For the record, the only thing Castle knows about men is how to look better in our clothes. Braden isn’t trying to preserve your purity or whatever she was saying. He’s trying to keep you safe. From the person he’s used to becoming once he’s gotten what he wanted.”  
 
    “Thanks, but I’m pretty sure he just doesn’t want me.” I looked up, and the room had gone all wet and blurry. “I got confused and thought everything that happened meant we were meant to be together, but now I think maybe what we did is all we were ever meant to do.”  
 
    Rahm sat up on his haunches, and from this angle, I could see a patch of raw oozing skin tucked between his front legs. He noticed me noticing and gave it a quick lick before saying, “Well, if it helps, I think my fated mate has a little crush on you.” He snorted and mimicked, “Purple’s your color.” 
 
    “It is my color, asshole, and it’s the least he can do since I’m going to finish making his baby.” I hauled Dice over my knees and cradled him to my chest, trying to picture what he might look like in a few hours. Would his human form come naturally, or did I need to set an intention? It was one thing to reverse a spell I’d just cast, but crafting a person from scratch defied all the laws of magic. “But maybe we should wait and let Remi do the honor? She can do the same—” 
 
    “And if we never see Remi again?” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” 
 
    “Someone has to. Isaak has his mother’s gift—and her poker face. There’s a reason he wants to wait for the potion when you could’ve poofed us back to Broken Wand an hour ago. He doesn’t believe there’s really a way home.”  
 
    “Did he tell you that?”  
 
    “No, but why else would he be rushing you to perform experimental magic on our son.” Rahm nuzzled his son. “He wants him to take the potion in human form before we go in case we have to keep running.”  
 
    I let my head fall back on the couch cushion and gazed at the popcorn ceiling as if the tiny white bumps were constellations that could guide us. We’d never know unless we tried, but trying came with a strong chance of dying. 
 
    “You can always come back here,” Dan offered from the foyer.  
 
    Rahm coiled for action, and I grasped his rising ruff. Dan stepped back, hands lifted. Splotches of pink sludge clung to his creamy sweater, invading our sanctuary with the smell of moldy bananas and sushi left out in the sun. I swallowed a gag.  
 
    “Sorry,” Dan said. “Didn’t mean to eavesdrop. But breakfast is on the way, so…” He pointed at the coffee table blocking the front door.  
 
    “Oh, right.” I awkwardly pushed up onto the couch without letting go of my wolves. Rahm pressed against my legs as Dan scooted the table into place. But when his eyes fell on Dan’s giant book about musicals, his hackles rose to porcupine heights.  
 
    “What the hell is this?!” He slammed his paws on either side of the book. “You do not get to have been living your best gay life here this whole time!” 
 
    “You don’t have to be gay to enjoy theatre,” Dan snapped. “I’m a music teacher.” 
 
    “You said you worked at The Quaker.”  
 
    “I do both in this economy.” Dan lifted his chin. “And I’m great for business as many of my students’ mothers frequent the diner specifically to flirt with me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but do you flirt back?”  
 
    “I would if it weren’t entirely unethical for me to engage in romantic relations with my students’ mothers. Or anyone else for that matter.” Dan held out his left arm. “It’s an alarm, you know. If I were to mate with anyone else, Diana would feel it. And then she could find me, with or without my scent. That was the whole point of cursing us.”   
 
    “Now when you say feel…?” I asked, unable to stop myself. 
 
    “Not the sensations.” Dan blushed, rolling up his sleeve to reveal the faint blue beginnings of a bruise like Isabel’s. “It tightens like a leash. When she’s active, you can actually see the skin indenting from the force of the pull. I have to lie down as soon as it starts.” He made a face. “I’ve missed a lot of work this month.” 
 
    “Ew,” Rahm said as I said, “Ow.” 
 
    Dan rubbed his wrist. “Sometimes.” 
 
    I looked down at the month-old puppy in my arms and rolled my eyes at both men. But then again, Diana’s human body hadn’t done any of the work, and her human heart didn’t seem to work, so why not throw herself into mating with Laith right away? She’d been promised the first full-blood shifter child in three hundred years, and if she didn’t hurry, it would go to one of Declan’s concubines instead.  
 
    “Anyhow.” Dan tugged down his sleeve. “You’re welcome to return if you run into trouble, but the ancestors did accept your offering, so…” 
 
    “Offering?” Rahm’s paws dropped to the floor. “We didn’t make any offering.” 
 
    “Yes…” Dan said in a prompting fashion. “Blood, wine, and honey?” 
 
    “Holy shit.” I slapped my hand over my mouth.  
 
    Rahm looked up, wolf eyes round as the basket of songpyeon Remi had brought to the cliff. The basket I sloshed wine all over. The basket we dripped our blood into. My hand slid down to my racing heart, fingers bunching in Mom’s sweater.  
 
    “Hey, Meena?” Rahm yawned anxiously. “Did you and my sister by any chance do something super weird with all those little honey cakes you made on Thanksgiving that I never got to eat because y’all ran off and got drunk and allegedly ate every last one of them?”  
 
    “Mmm, songpyeon.” Dan dreamily rubbed his paunch. “No wonder it was a hit.” 
 
    I stared at my plot twist of a brother. “How the hell do you know about that?”  
 
    “Same way I knew you were coming.” Dan picked at a thread on his sleeve, suddenly avoiding my gaze. “I was haunted by the Ghost of Christmas Missed.” 
 
    “Bullshit!” Rahm lunged to the end of the couch. “There’s no such thing! Only Past, Present, and Future. What was, what is, and what will be.” 
 
    “What might be,” Dan corrected before I could even form a reaction. “Surely you remember The Muppet Christmas Carol? I mean, surely you’ve seen it again now that you’re old enough to remember? We had it on all the time your first Christmas, me and Castle. Every song memorized…” He trailed off into mumble-humming Scrooge’s final number, complete with Sir Michael Caine’s awkward swaying, until a dangerous growl rippled from Rahm’s throat. Dan cleared his own. “It always made you laugh.”  
 
    “Don’t do that. Don’t try to connect. Just tell us the truth.” 
 
    “This is the truth.” Dan pointed toward me, and though I’d seen enough of his blood to be sure he was real, his cursed arm moved as if weighted with chains. “I was sitting right there, watching Hallmark and eating my feelings in the form of mac and cheese when the lights went out and the TV went snowy and… he appeared.” 
 
    “Undigested cheese.” Rahm snorted. “Gets them every time.” 
 
    “There.” Dan’s finger swung toward the glowing radiator. “I couldn’t move, not even to drop the spoon. He introduced himself, and I thought, ‘Well, I’ve never heard of such a thing’, and then he said, ‘How could you? I am what might have been. Very few see me until they are dead.’” 
 
     A chill ran down my spine, colder than anything else I’d felt in the last eight hours, including the snow, because Dan had spoken the ghost’s dialogue in a clipped British accent that sounded exactly like… him.  
 
    Rahm scooted back against my trembling legs, and I leaned over to wrap one arm around his quivering shoulders. Dice groaned, stretching his legs until he was almost as long as a newborn human.  
 
    “He confirmed what Mom always knew.” Dan stared at the corner as if the specter had never really left. “You were still alive on the other Prong.” 
 
    A million questions emerged from my mouth in a single shell-shocked whimper. Dan tore his eyes from the memory and fixed them on me with such love that I had to relax. The accent had been a coincidence. Christmas Ghosts were always British.  
 
    “How could she know that?” Rahm demanded. “We had no idea this was here.”  
 
    “Because you both died on this Prong. If you hadn’t, then you might’ve experienced brief moments of resonance over the years, but nothing so obvious you couldn’t brush it off as déjà vu.” Dan shivered. “It’s different for the Stem though.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    “The Stem?” My brow furrowed. “What is that?” 
 
    “Here. Let me show you.” Dan went to the upright piano on the wall bordering the stairwell. He lifted the bench’s top and withdrew a small metal tool with a short stem and two long prongs in the shape of a U. “This is a tuning fork. They have two uses: music and healing. We borrow their design to explain that which defies our minds.” 
 
    “Am I stupid, or have you also been imagining a table fork?” Rahm asked. 
 
    “In our defense, Castle doesn’t really explain shit,” I muttered. 
 
    “Oh, Castle.” Dan smiled fondly. “Never change.”  
 
    My brother kneeled on the other side of the coffee table, holding the fork by its stem so the prongs pointed upward, then on its side so they pointed flat at the foyer. He tapped two fingers atop the stem.  
 
    “This is Mom on October 2, 2001, faced with the most dangerous woman in the world—on the verge of giving birth. The Claw has come to warn us that The Tooth plans on kidnapping Remi. Rhea is moved to help her in return, but Rafael is not. Mom has to choose, but the consequences will be so world-changing either way that…” Dan spread his fingers to follow the bends in the fork. “Time unfolds twice.” 
 
    “And Mom knew it was happening?” I pinched my nose to keep my melting brain from pouring out my nostrils. “Because she’s the Stem?” 
 
    “Yes.” Dan’s expression darkened. “But not right away.” 
 
    Rahm sat on my feet. “I don’t get it. How is this Aunt Kim’s fault and not my dad’s for being the close-minded ass?” 
 
    “You’ve answered your own question.” Dan spun our model universe between his fingers. “I’m old enough to remember that your father saw the world in black and white. But I wouldn’t call him an ass. He had his own children to protect; there was never a possibility he’d risk them for Isabel’s.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’d still call him an ass.”  
 
    “Ass or not, that’s why the mantle fell on our mother.” Dan shot me an apologetic smile. “Well, she wasn’t our mother yet. Just yours. And that was all she ever wanted, Meena. I was an accident.” 
 
    “What happened?” I forced the words through my closing throat. “Why didn’t she go back for me?” 
 
    “She did.” Dan placed the tuning fork atop his book of musicals. “After they sent Isabel away, our parents knew we had to move before the Chairman came, but they weren’t fast enough. The hyenas burst through the windows while we were packing. My mother went down first, and your mother scooped me up and whisked me away before I could see. She meant to go right back for you, but…”  
 
    My brother’s eyes squeezed shut, and I grasped his hand where it lay on the book. His fingers closed around mine like he’d been starving for touch since Mom died.  
 
    “In all the chaos,” Dan continued, “she was struck by a stray bolt of magic right before we translocated. We made it to our safehouse in the mountains, but she collapsed. Didn’t wake up for three whole days, and when she did, she had no idea that time had passed. She went right back. But you’d already been buried.”  
 
    I looked down at Dice, picturing Isabel placing my tiny body on my father’s corpse. Shoveling dirt over us with her claws. Aching for her stolen baby.  
 
    My jaw clenched. “So when did Mom realize what she’d done?”  
 
    Dan hesitated. “Are you sure you want to know?” 
 
    “Yes.” I dropped his hand and hugged Dice with both arms. Rahm hopped onto the couch, curling his body around my back and hooking his muzzle over my shoulder.  
 
    “The dreams started immediately,” Dan said. “Dreams where our scents had been scoured and life continued. Dreams she only dreamed if she slept during the day. And so she did. All day, every day, while Grandma took care of me. For years, I only saw Mom when she tucked me in and told me stories about what you were up to. I was nearly grown before she told me they were never just stories.” 
 
    “Dan,” I choked out. “Are you saying she was living both lives?”  
 
    “Not quite.” He lifted the tuning fork and tilted it side to side. “As long as the Stem is alive on both Prongs, they can experience both realities if they take turns sleeping, but they can’t control what their other self does. They are sleeping.” 
 
    “So every time my mom went to sleep, she wound up here with you?” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt she saw much of me. Maybe a few bedtime stories here and there, but after that, Mom would go out and… thoroughly exhaust herself so she could be asleep again in time to get you out of bed.” 
 
    I leaned hard into Rahm’s furry warmth. “Exhaust herself?” 
 
    Dan’s gaze darted away. “There are things a son doesn’t ask his mother.” 
 
    “Well, that we can agree on,” Rahm huffed, and I would’ve elbowed him in the ribs if my arms hadn’t turned to such lead that Dice’s cradle collapsed and he spilled onto my lap. Rahm’s head snaked around my side to check on him, reminding me of my own dad, doting on little motherless me to extremes. 
 
    He knew the truth now, but Dad spent years believing Mom jumped off the cliff to escape from terrible visions she wouldn’t explain. And how could she? If every time she closed her eyes, she found herself… doing things that daughters didn’t want to think about either. Things that left her so distressed my father never questioned the manner of her death. My head swiveled helplessly toward the stairs.  
 
    “But she looked so happy…”  
 
    “She was.” Dan followed my gaze. “We almost lost her when the dreams stopped, but eventually, she did rejoin the land of the living. I’m sorry. I know this must be hard to hear, but please understand— accepting reality never meant she was forgetting.” 
 
    “Forgetting.” I squinted into Dan’s blue eyes. “That’s why we made the offering. Me and Remi. So the ones we lost would know we weren’t forgetting. But it wasn’t a proper ritual. We were drunk, to be honest, so why—” I gestured all around me. “Why this?” 
 
    “And how?” Rahm added. “We weren’t doing anything spooky last night.” 
 
    “Some nights are just spookier than others.” Dan smiled. “The veil between the timeless and the time-bound is never thinner than on a cross-quarter, so it makes sense the veil between times would also be thin.” He glanced between us, brow furrowing. “The halfway point between a solstice and an equinox? Imbolc? Beltane? Lughnasadh? Samhain?” Dan rolled his hand with every strange word as if we were welcome to fill in the blanks. When we didn’t, he threw up that hand in frustration. “Groundhog Day?” 
 
    Rahm scrambled to his paws, swaying on the soft cushions. “No.” 
 
    “Yes. Imbolc.” Dan shook his head at our ignorance. “When life starts beginning. It literally means ‘in the belly.’” 
 
    “Ew,” Rahm said, and this time I did jab my elbow in his ribs.  
 
    “Exactly,” Dan chuckled. “We revel in the gore of death for a full month ahead of Samhain, but we’re all so skeeved out by how we get here that we’d rather think about large rodents emerging from their dens.” 
 
    “So, Remi and Meena make an offering, and the ancestors teach me a lesson for being icked that my mom is having a baby with a guy she just met? Because I don’t want to learn a lesson, I want to go home with… my baby and the guy I just met. Otherwise, I hate this, and everyone in on it. Starting with you.” 
 
    Dan picked up one of his apple-shaped coasters and tapped the edge against his tuning fork, casting a pure musical note like a spell over the room. My magic thrummed in response, and two matching sets of wolf ears instantly pricked. Dice sat up with a mighty yawn and tilted his head at the fork. 
 
    “When you strike one prong, the vibrations move all the way through the bend and into the other prong.” Dan traced a finger along their route without touching the tool. “It creates a perfect note. But between the prongs is a dead space where the sound waves collide and cancel each other out.” He lightly pressed his finger pads to the tips of the prongs, and the tone stopped. “Now imagine if something struck our Fork so hard that it vibrated all the way back through time and up the other side. How massive would those waves be? How violent their crash? Enough to rip a hole in time you could pass right through?” 
 
    “You tell us!” 
 
    “The offering was accepted.” Dan smiled cryptically. “But now it’s being returned.” 
 
    “Returned?” My stomach dropped. “Why?” 
 
    “Because the timeless don’t fear being forgotten. Only the time-bound.” He reached across the table and gripped my hand. “We come here for a while to learn how moments work, and we take those we gather into forever, for better or for worse.” His heavy gaze moved to Rahm. “You are never not being remembered.”  
 
    I took a shuddering breath, my nose as wet as my eyes. But when I wiped my face on my shoulder, I found Rahm’s snarl.  
 
    “Who told you all this? Or are you just making it up as you go? Because there’s no such thing as the Ghost of Christmas Missed. So tell me you’re lying or tell me who he was.” 
 
    “You tell me.” Dan’s jaw clenched as he looked toward the radiator. “I couldn’t see his face. It was all cut to pieces, as if by animals or glass. And he wore a bloody bandage all around his middle. I think he’d been cut nearly in half.” 
 
    “No!” Rahm leaped onto the coffee table, and Dan scuttled back. “You are not an ancestor! You are not part of this family! You’re not a friendly ghost! You’re not a Christmas spirit! You’re a demon! You’re nothing!” 
 
    “Rahm…” I whimpered, pressing Dice’s face into my stomach so he wouldn’t see.  
 
    “You’re right.” Dan exposed his throat in submission. “But it was all hands on deck for a miracle like this.” 
 
    A loud knock at the door made us all jump in place. 
 
    “That’ll be breakfast.” Dan said. “I told them to leave it at the door, but…” 
 
    “Go get it,” Rahm ordered. “And then we’ll finish this.” 
 
    Dan rose, hands slightly lifted, and moved toward the foyer. I reached for Rahm, but he hopped off the other side of the table, eyes tracking Dan into the entry alcove. I looked toward the ceiling, willing Isaak to get out of the damn shower already. 
 
    The dead bolt clicked. 
 
    The door squealed open.  
 
    And a gruff voice shouted, “You!”  
 
    Dan flew across the archway and landed on his bloodstain at the bottom of the stairs. Rahm roared a warning as I folded over Dice, gathering my magic to keep my promise and run. A powerful figure barreled into the foyer, his details blurred by my teary eyes. He landed square on Dan, grasping his collar and rearing back for a brutal punch.  
 
    “Braden?!” Rahm yelped. 
 
    I looked up, disbelieving, and swiped my sleeve across my eyes. The familiar form crystallized—the scruffy beard and sandy bedhead, the broad shoulders straining under blue flannel, the hands that always sought mine when we walked across campus, shaking with fury as he looked at the man who had taken me once and left him for dead.  
 
    “Braden, don’t!” I cried.  
 
    His head whipped around, but his pose never faltered. Our eyes locked across a distance that still felt like light years, and his face crumpled in a primal sob. “Are you… my Meena?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” I whimpered, which was stupid since the other Meena was a baby ghost. “Are you my Braden?” 
 
    “You threw hot chocolate on me last night?” 
 
    I shook my head. “It was lukewarm cocoa…” 
 
    “No, it was pretty hot, but…” His voice broke off in a teeth-gritting grunt. “Can I let this guy go?” 
 
    “Yes! Please!” My hands flew to my mouth to cover an ugly sob. “And I’m sorry! I don’t know why I did that!” 
 
    Braden crawled across the floor, shoving the table away so he could wedge himself in at my feet. His hands closed around my face, cold and chapped, but I didn’t care as his equally cold nose crashed into mine. “I am yours.” 
 
    “You found me…” I clung to his forearms. “How did you find me?” 
 
    “Where else would you go? This is your safe place.” He kissed my forehead, long and hard. “Until I build you a new one.” 
 
    My hands slid up his arms and over his shoulders until I had him by his frozen ears. “But how did you get here? Did we bring the whole school?!” 
 
    “No, there’s a wormhole in the observatory. Where the handprint is. Dash found it when he was closing up for the night, and he called Wallace, but the Board got involved, and… they wanted to close it up. With you inside. So Dash came and got me and cast a distraction while I slipped through.” 
 
    “Did you even know where you were going?”  
 
    “After you.” He scrunched his eyes shut. “Baby, I’m so sorry. I only didn’t want to take you to the dance because I thought Serenity’s friends might pull some shit. Try to hurt you or humiliate you, but now I realize…” He hung his head. 
 
    “Braden…” I pressed my lips to his brow. “Why didn’t you just say that?” 
 
    He pulled me close until my knees were jabbed into his abs. “I didn’t want to scare you. We still have a whole semester to survive. Or we did. I think we’re probably expelled again, but that’s okay. We’ll find somewhere else to dance. 
 
    “That’s actually really not okay, being expelled, and the dance… I don’t need a dance.” My fingers stroked his bristly cheeks. “And nothing scares me more than you just… not wanting me.” 
 
    “I am so not worth that.” Braden’s thumbs wiped the tears from my eyes. “But I’ve wanted you since the moment I laid eyes on you. And not because you were naked. I didn’t look. I promise. I—” He broke off in a yelp and looked down. Dice’s tiny fangs were sunk into his left pec. “Oh. Hey. That doesn’t do that, buddy.” He looked at me, confused. “You got a puppy while you were here?” 
 
    “He’s actually a baby shifter,” I said, carefully prying apart Dice’s jaws.  
 
    “You had a baby with a shifter?!” His disappointment—on the heels of the way he said buddy—made me reconsider my earlier decision to die childless and alone. “How long have you been here?” 
 
    “Eight hours.” I brazenly cupped my palm over his bite. “So don’t worry.” 
 
    “I wasn’t—” Braden blushed. “Okay, yeah, I was afraid you hooked up with Rahm.” 
 
    “Gross!” Rahm barked, but Braden couldn’t hear his telepathy, so I repeated it.  
 
    “Gross! He’s like my brother!” I glanced over and caught Rahm’s tail wag. “But this is his son. With a guy he met here.” 
 
    “Okay…” Braden said. “I have questions, but they might be rude? Help.” 
 
    Laughing, I pulled his head onto my shoulder and nuzzled my nose in his hair, breathing in his woodsy shampoo and anxious sweat. He leaned into me, looping one arm around my waist while he offered his other hand to Dice for finger chomping, and I loved him. I didn’t think that was something I could know until he’d kissed me, maybe even more, but I was wrong. I loved him right now. 
 
    “His name is Dice,” I said, stroking my nephew-like cousin’s fur, and then I did my best to explain the situation, finishing with, “But now that I have my mom’s magic, I can do what Remi did for you and turn him into a person, so it’s going to be okay.” I nodded firmly to convince myself. “He’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “Oh.” The word left Braden as if he’d been punched. “Oh, no.” He shook his head, hand curling around Dice’s shoulders. “You can’t do that, Meena.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE: RAHM 
 
      
 
      
 
    Confession: 
 
    I’d never actually seen Groundhog Day. 
 
    Not really. I’d come across it playing on the kitchen television at the last kegger I ever crashed, but I couldn’t hear a single word over the constant roar of jocks and their shitty taste in bass drops. But it was easy enough to follow the plot when every book on screenwriting had spoiled it for me. Unfortunately, our host walked in to refill his drink right after the end of the first act, looked me up and down, darted his eyes toward his room upstairs, and left without a word. I followed an unsuspicious number of minutes later because it was freezing outside and I didn’t have anywhere else to sleep that night.  
 
    Dad Ghost decided that would be the perfect place to gift me his magic three months early so I could save Remi from a danger he claimed he couldn’t explain. Was that true, or was he just trying to hide the fact that he and Mom had allowed their baby girl’s soul to be eternally betrothed to a boy in kindergarten? Or maybe he didn’t have time for more words because he knew I needed to meet that grown-up boy at the bus stop.  
 
    Everything happens for a reason when you’re being set up by the dead. 
 
    And now it was happening again.  
 
    But this time I was consenting.  
 
    I stood in front of Daniel’s bedroom mirror, buttoning what I hoped was his favorite dorky teacher shirt—a dressy black number covered in hundreds of little white music notes. The cuffs missed my wrists by a solid inch, but they were still coming closer than his slacks to my ankles. Not exactly the first fully-dressed look I wanted Isaak to see me in, but it was better than never being seen in actual clothes at all, I supposed.  
 
    The bathroom door squeaked open, and I turned to see my incredibly well-showered mate step into the hall outside the bedroom, fully himself for the first time in hours. No more shiftskin shaving him down to raw muscle and sinew. He’d changed into faded black jeans and a brown thermal Henley that made me want to take him to a secret third universe where things were never sad and always cozy. 
 
    “Isaak,” I called softly, and he swung toward the open door with both hands raised in self-defense. I lifted mine in surrender. “Whoa!” 
 
    “Oh. Hi.” He relaxed, one hand on his heaving chest, the other in his damp curls. “I don’t recommend sneaking up on me.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” I lowered my hands. “Sorry.” 
 
    “S’okay.” He stepped into the room, casually sucking in his stomach as he hiked a thumb at the bathroom. “Sorry I took so long. Existential crisis.” 
 
    “Relatable.” I tugged on my too-short sleeves. “I’m sorry I was a little bitch. I know you and Diana weren’t a thing. I was just jealous about the Titanic museum.” 
 
    “We could go back.” He bit his lip. “If they have one where we’re going. It’d be nice to see it with someone who doesn’t want to beat the iceberg’s body count.” 
 
    My eyes squeezed shut, burning. “I would love that, but, um—” 
 
    “Oi! What’s all this then?” He was in front of me before I could pry my wet eyelids apart, gentle hands spreading the unbuttoned portion of my shirt. “Rahm! Why didn’t you tell me? I could’ve fixed this hours ago.” 
 
    “Oh. Um.” I blinked away tears until I could see him gaping at the brand of Diana’s hand on my chest. “I don’t know. We were bus—” I  broke off in a hiss as he covered the raw wound with one giant hand. But then a soothing coolness swept across my skin. I whimpered with relief, leaning into his touch. 
 
    “There.” He pulled away, revealing a hand-shaped patch of hairless new skin. Then he finished buttoning my shirt. “Always tell me if you’re hurt.” 
 
    Fresh tears flooded my vision. I hung my head, but our height difference was so much that he could still my face. His hands flew to my cheeks and then surrounded my head, pulling it onto his soft shoulder. I choked down all the ugly sounds I needed to make until it felt like they would rip through my chest. His strong arms crossed around my back, and I clung to him, this teddy bear I’d never get to keep. 
 
    “Change of plans,” I murmured into his neck. “Meena’s boyfriend came to get us. He walked right through a wormhole, but they’re trying to close it over there, so y’all have to go. Like, right now. No more potion.” 
 
    Isaak pushed me to arm’s length, glaring. “I might not be from here, but I do know y’all ain’t the same as we. Why would you say that? We’re not going without you.” 
 
    “You have to.” I drew a deep breath. “Look, whatever’s going on here is weirder than I ever imagined. Braden showed up just in time to keep us from making a terrible mistake with Dice. Meena can’t heal him—”  
 
    “What do you mean she can’t? I saw her!” He pointed in the presumed direction of Pigeon Forge. “She made those people shift!” 
 
    “No, she turned them into animals and reversed it.” I took his hands and tugged him closer. “Braden’s been through it, and he says it’s not the same as really shifting. It’s more like having your body replaced and then returned. In the exact same condition it was in before.” 
 
    Isaak’s brow furrowed. “How’s that any different?” 
 
    “If you’d healed my burn as a wolf, I’d still be healed as a human because our bodies physically transform like werewolves. But Braden got stabbed a few nights before Meena turned him, and when he got turned back two months later, the scar was still fresh. Like no time had passed.” I squeezed Isaak’s hands. “Baby, he hadn’t aged.” 
 
    Isaak said nothing. The exact same response I’d given downstairs.  
 
    Dice had been a wolf since the day Diana found out she was pregnant.  
 
    If Meena’s magic couldn’t age his human body, he would blink out of existence.  
 
    My mate roared like a beast who’d been shot. He flung away from me and drove both sets of claws into Daniel’s bed, shredding the downy comforter and ripping chunks of foam from the mattress while he cursed everything. I gave him a chance to let it all out and then threw myself onto his back, squeezing his arms to his sides until we both collapsed on our knees. He buried his face in the mess he’d just made, sobbing in a way I was sure he hadn’t allowed himself to do since pulling Dice from the cold lonely cave.  
 
    “Shhhh.” I kissed the top of his head. “It’s okay. I can heal him. I just need you to do something for me real quick. And then he’ll be okay. I promise. I know why I’m here now. I know what I have to do.” 
 
    Isaak rocked back on his heels, sniffling. “You don’t have magic.” 
 
    I closed my eyes, Daniel’s voice echoing inside my mind: All hands on deck. 
 
    “He doesn’t need magic.” I took Isaak’s hand, claws and all. “He needs a miracle.” 
 
    “And you’ve got one in your fancy coat pocket?” Isaak chuckled darkly. 
 
    “No, but everyone has one last trick up their sleeve.” I laced our fingers together. “I was under Daniel’s thrall for over a year. By the time I got free, I was like a toddler, barely able to string three words together. Laith had to teach me how to tie my shoes and use a spoon. He had to help me take baths and get dressed. And I would’ve been like that forever, but… you healed me.” 
 
    Isaak eyed me warily. “I thought I was dead.” 
 
    “You were.” I lifted his hand and kissed his claws. “Every ghost gets a miracle. And my sister let you spend yours on me. She’s going to be a really good mom, okay? She learned from the best, twice. You don’t have to do this alone anymore. And my mom, if you could just tell her that I was happy about my new sister—”   
 
    “Rahm!” Isaak tried to pull away. “I’m not going to kill you!” 
 
    “You have to.” I pressed the steely bend of his claws against my throat. “Sixteen years is not enough. And don’t tell me you’ll do it instead because we both know—We both grew up without our dads. I don’t want Dice to have those questions. I don’t want him to search for answers only you can give.” 
 
    “This won’t be one of them!” Isaak ripped his hand back, scratching my palm. “Fate picked us out for each other, and I know it’s only been one night, but I think it did a damn good job, and I refuse to believe—”  
 
    “Fate doesn’t guarantee a future,” I whispered. “It just means we have something important to do together, so let it be done. Let it be our—” 
 
    Meena screamed my name. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Braden was still avoiding my lips. But who really needed all that hot breath and saliva when you could have your jawline traced by such a worshipful nose? Every now and then, he’d brush a kiss across my ear, my cheek, my forehead, and I’d melt deeper into his one-armed embrace, relishing the way his left hand caressed my side while his right hand wrestled with Dice, keeping him occupied.  
 
    I felt guilty, enjoying these stolen moments of newfound intimacy while Rahm was breaking the news to Isaak that my magic was a snake oil salesman promising health and prosperity it couldn’t deliver. But I’d also spent five hours sitting in his lap while he and Isaak exchanged pheromone signals, so I hoped he would understand my urgent need to create new memories of being held by a man.    
 
    “Would it be weird if we got a puppy?” Braden pulled back enough to look into my eyes. “I mean, do you think they’d think it was disrespectful? Because puppies really need to socialize with other puppies to learn good manners, and this guy could really use some help in that area.” 
 
    My hand froze in its bold exploration of his chest. “Braden Thomas, I swear if you were daydreaming about puppies this entire time, I’m going to ask Dan to make me some hot cocoa to pour on your head. Then we’re going to discuss what exactly you meant by we before telling Rahm and Isaak that you think their son is on a path to juvenile delinquency.” 
 
    A girl laughed. “Maybe he’s a chip off the old block, after all.” 
 
    I should have screamed then, but the sight of Diana Helms in my safe place’s foyer kind of sucked the air from my lungs. Braden’s too, apparently, because he shoved Dice into my arms without so much as a startled grunt. He tightened his grip on my waist while lifting his right hand in the appearance of surrender. 
 
    Diana sauntered into the living room, grinning her twisted Remi grin and dangling a brown paper bag from her left hand. A slender braid of tawny fur encircled her ring finger, and I wondered when Laith had given her such a personal token of devotion. Or if she’d taken it for herself. Because the Goddess of the Moon’s hair lay flat against her blue-tinged scalp, and her shiftskin reeked of death and wet dog.  
 
    My trap had worked.  
 
    And totally failed.  
 
    Diana loomed over the coffee table, and the long-lost aroma of The Quaker’s greasy bacon summoned a desperate growl from my stomach. Her smile widened, showing off blood-stained fangs, and she let the bag swing like a pendulum as her clouded eyes fixed on Dice. “Trade you.” 
 
    I screamed for Rahm. 
 
    Thunder erupted upstairs. Diana’s leer flattened to match her dead eyes, and her fist tightened around the bag’s handle. The whole thing vanished in a burst of flames, raining ash upon the table. She opened her glowing palm, and I folded over Dice while Braden folded over me, his magic gathering. 
 
    Diana grunted, and I peeked through my curtain of hair to find her teetering on her heels, left arm stretched taut toward the foyer where my brother stood with his left arm stretched toward her, fist tightly clenched as if pulling on a leash. 
 
    “Careful,” Dan warned, a dangerous smile teasing his dimples. “If I go, you go.” 
 
    Diana blinked pitifully, shielding her eyes as if the room were too bright. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “Your fated mate.” Dan made a looping motion with his fist as if winding up their invisible cord, and she jerked helplessly toward him. “Obviously.” 
 
    “No!” Diana reared back, baring her fangs. “That’s Laith! Laith is my fate!” 
 
    Footsteps pounded the stairs, shaking the whole house. Dan’s brilliant blue eyes flicked to mine, shimmering with acceptance, and then flashed fiercely to Braden. My stomach dropped as Grandma’s couch abruptly fell out from under us, and my body clamped around Dice.  
 
    Braden twisted in transit so his back slammed into the forest floor first. But even with his solid body cushioning the blow, my teeth rattled inside my jaw. Smoke rushed my lungs, and I rolled off Braden’s chest into the snow. Braden followed, spooning me with his hand on Dice’s back as we all coughed and sputtered. 
 
    “Rahm,” I moaned. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Braden nuzzled my neck. “But I know what I would’ve expected him to do if he were holding our kid when that happened.” 
 
    Puppies. Kids. This was escalating quickly.  
 
    “Do you want me to go back?” Braden asked. “I can, it’s just—”  
 
    “No. We need you with us.” I laced my fingers through his, stroking Dice’s soft fur in unison. “I promised I’d get Dice to Remi and Laith.” 
 
    “Then let’s keep it.” Braden rose and offered me a hand. “Let’s be storks.” 
 
    I laughed through a cough and let him help me. A greenish haze hung over the forest, blurring the line between smoke and snow. I wanted to say we were in the clearing where Professor Yates’ bird-masked cult performed their evil rituals, but I couldn’t be certain. I’d only ever been there in the dark. The wind shifted, bringing a stench worse than smoke, and we all coughed. I tried to tug my collar over Dice’s face, wishing I’d grabbed Rahm’s jacket.  
 
    “Here,” Braden said, tucking his flannel shirt into his jeans. “You cover your own mouth.” He tightened his belt and unbuttoned the top half of his shirt, revealing a sleeveless ribbed undershirt that undid me more than if his chest had been bare. He held out his hands with wiggling fingers.  
 
    “Don’t bite.” I kissed Dice on the nose and handed him over. 
 
    Braden deposited our nephew inside his pouch and patted the bulge that settled near his waist. “Hope you like dadbod.” 
 
    “I will never be more attracted to anything in my life than I am to you right now,” I said and then yanked my collar up over half my burning face. “Lead the way.” 
 
    His grin disappeared under his own collar as he grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the towers of black smoke that used to be Broken Wand. “They’ve got wards up so no one can poof on or off the actual campus. That’s why we got bounced out here. It means we’ll have to cross the quad to get back to the observatory, and I’m warning you now, it’s really not pretty.” 
 
    We crunched through the mostly evergreen forest, crashing first into snow-laden limbs, and then simply green ones, followed by those singed brown from the heat. Finally, we reached the bare blackened trees on the edge of the rubble, our wet boots sinking into warm gray ash. Clouds of black smoke swarmed like living shadows, obscuring the true scope of the war zone, and my collar was powerless against the oppressive odor of roasted human flesh.  
 
    Braden leaned against a giant scorch-marked cornerstone, lifting his Dice bump with both hands. “Whew. This is murder on the back.”  
 
    “And don’t you forget it.” I brushed past him, rolling my eyes, and then hastily added. “For maybe someday like a super really long time from now.” 
 
    “No shit.” Braden snorted. “Who do you think I am? Laith?” 
 
    That laugh turned into a cough also. “Remind me to tell you something crazy about shifter guys later when we can breathe, okay?” 
 
    His arm snaked around my waist. “Is it something you’re jealous of?” 
 
    “Not presently.” I reached over and scratched Dice through his shirt. “But I think you’d pass the vibe check if I were a shifter girl.” 
 
    “Um, cool? This way.” He led me into a narrow passage between two enormous piles of broken stones, twisted pipes, and crumbling timbers. “Don’t touch any blue flames.” 
 
    Tears stung my already tortured eyes, thinking of Rahm and Isaak and Dan left to face Diana’s fury. Maybe she really was a goddess. What else could rain destruction like this all by herself? She might’ve taken Grandma’s whole neighborhood out by now. 
 
    A bitter wind wailed through our canyon, flinging so much ash into our faces that we had to creep along sideways. There must’ve been similar gaps in the rubble all over campus because my ears rang with a sound like demonic laughter. My fear spiked even higher, and a cold sweat washed across my skin. Dice cried inside his pouch, and Braden murmured words of comfort I couldn’t make out.  
 
    “We can talk about a puppy,” I blurted, fighting back against the overwhelming sense of having no future. “Since we’re probably expelled and have time on our hands. But only if it doesn’t weird Remi and Laith—”  
 
    “Shit,” Braden whispered right before I crashed into his side.  
 
    “What?” I tried to peer around him, but he turned broadside, blocking my view, and for the first time, there was unabashed fear in his swollen, bloodshot eyes.  
 
    “The clean-up crew arrived.” 
 
    I pushed him to one side and took in only half a glimpse before I had to bury my face in his chest to muffle my horrified cry. We hadn’t been hearing the wind; we’d been hearing hyenas. Dozens of them. Cackling while they fed off the bodies of students who’d fallen in the quad. I grasped Braden’s lapels, holding on for dear life as every instinct told me to run back the way we came. But Dice blinked up at me, his little chin flush against Braden’s chiseled abs, and I knew we had to push through. 
 
    “What do we do? We can’t shoot them all before the others catch us,” I said, unsure if I even possessed much martial magic right now. “They’ll eat us alive.” 
 
    Braden’s jaw worked, a far off look in his eyes. “Turn me into a bear.” 
 
    I jolted back, shaking my head. “What the hell will that do?” 
 
    “I’ll be huge.” Braden nodded to himself as if he hadn’t fully formalized this plan when he opened his mouth. “I can cover you while you run.” 
 
    “Braden, no!” I clung to his shirt. “There’s still too many. They’ll swarm you. Literally eat you alive.” 
 
    “Listen.” He cupped my face. “There’s a hole in front of the observatory ruins where I blasted my way out of your apartment. Get inside and you’re home free. You can’t miss the portal. It’s big and green and swirly. Don’t be afraid. Just walk right through.” 
 
    “Braden! Did you hear me? No!” 
 
    “Something like this couldn’t happen for no reason, Meena.” He pulled Dice from his pouch. “He’s the reason. Get him home.”  
 
    I signed my mate’s death certificate when I took the bite-sized baby from his hands. Dice burrowed into my neck, his body racked with violent shivers, his lungs rattling with every breath. I had to get him out of here now. But… 
 
    “There’s no way I can run fast enough. If I stumble even once…”  
 
    “Then turn yourself,” Braden said. 
 
    “Turn my…?” I gaped at him. “I can’t do that!” 
 
    Braden arched an eyebrow. “Have you ever tried?” 
 
    I blinked. “Well, no, but—” 
 
    “Meena.” He pressed his thumb to my lips. “You can talk to shifters telepathically. You’re already halfway there. So just… be a wolf. For him. I know you can.” 
 
    I clutched the furry ball on my breast, his pitiful whimpers blending with the memory of Dan’s tuning fork. This wasn’t one of those moments when the world might swing either way. There was only one choice I was ever going to make. Even if it was impossible. I placed Dice carefully at our feet and reached for Braden’s buttons. 
 
    “Wha…?” He trailed off as my knuckles brushed his abs, fingertips grazing his belt buckle. “Meena?” 
 
    “Animals don’t wear clothes.” I separated the leather strap from the pin holding it in place and let the two ends dangle freely on either side of his fly. He grunted when I tackled the button. Whimpered when I lowered the zipper.  
 
    “I’ve got it,” he choked out, tugging my hands up to his loose shirt. “Here.” 
 
    I slid the flannel over his bare shoulders while he tore off his boots. Down his arms while he dropped his jeans into the soot. I let it fall, then found the back of his undershirt, peeling it upward. His hands grasped my hips, slipping under my sweater, and I nodded my consent.  
 
    I barely felt the cold as we lifted our arms together and let these man-made barriers fall. His fingertips grazed my shoulder blades, pausing at my ill-fitting sports bra. I bit my lip and nodded again. He pulled it over my head.  
 
    The sound he made when he saw me would have to last forever. He pulled me tight against him, hands spreading across my lower back. I nuzzled my face back and forth over his solid chest, drinking in his scent. His hands roamed lower, pushing down my leggings until we were totally naked before we’d ever kissed. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Braden,” I whispered, sliding my arms around his muscled back, soaking up his heat. “You were worth waiting for. And I’m never going to stop.” 
 
    “You will,” he grunted in my neck. “You’d better.” 
 
    Dice coughed at our feet. 
 
    My hands spread across Braden’s shoulder blades, buzzing with electricity powered by the blood his touch was pumping. His fingers gouged into my hips, and I felt my own magic moving through him and back into me, over and over and over, building and building and building until— 
 
    The world flashed white. 
 
    I slammed into stone and slid to the ground, head spinning and stomach roiling. Every last inch of my body itched. There were too many sounds. Too many smells. Bodies. Hyenas. Bears. I covered my snout with both paws and let out a low miserable howl, barely aware of who I was and what I’d done. But then a weak raspy howl echoed right back, and my consciousness snapped into place.  
 
    I was Meena Song. 
 
    A wolf. Like my family.  
 
    My eyes popped open. A giant grizzly was already backing out of the passage he could barely fit in. An anxious yawn cracked my jaws. Was he even sentient enough to do his part? Last time he’d seemed kind of, well, empty. But when our eyes, his tiny brown ones were gleaming with pride. I had no idea what mine looked like now, but I tried to make them gleam with love.  
 
    Please remember…  
 
    Dice wheezed, and I shot to my feet, drive by instincts that wolves didn’t label. He was small. I was big. I licked the ash off his face, and then clamped my jaws around his shoulders, lifting him off the ground. Time to go home. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN: RAHM 
 
      
 
      
 
    “No!” Diana screamed. “That’s Laith! Laith is my fate!” 
 
    I lunged from the stairwell, tackling Daniel with such forced that we tumbled halfway out the open front door. He went limp, showing me his throat, but I didn’t have time to shift, so I pressed my hands on his windpipe instead. He choked, eyes wide with terror, and instinctively grasped my wrists without actually trying to stop me.  
 
    Bodies collided behind me, their human grunts and snarls drowning out the horrible sound of Daniel’s gagging. I’d missed out on killing him the first time, or even seeing him die, so I’d expected this to feel a lot more triumphant. A lot more like closure, but instead I just wanted to stop. This wasn’t the monster that took me at the bus stop. This was just some lonely guy who loved musicals—whatever that did or didn’t mean. 
 
    “Rahm, wait!” Isaak panted. “I’ve got her.” 
 
    Diana screamed a curse, but when I looked over my shoulder, Isaak had her back pinned against his belly and her arms crossed tightly over her chest like a strait jacket. He gripped her wrists tight enough to snuff out her magic, digging in his claw tips just enough to keep her from jerking away. I eased up on Dan’s throat. 
 
    “Why would you do that?” my sister wailed. “He wasn’t like us, Id! He was good!” 
 
    “I know. I’m so sorry, Di.” He hooked his chin over her shoulder, rocking her side to side. “It was an accident. I was only thinking of Dice.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t hurt him!” Her legs buckled, and her head sagged forward, pulling Isaak off balance. They both hit their knees. “He was good! And he loved me! And you just—” She broke off in an animal scream of agony I knew all too well. “You stupid bear! You ruin everything! Just like Mum!” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Isaak’s grip on her wrists never faltered, but he hugged her with his arms like Meena had last night. “I’d never hurt you on purpose. No matter how mean you get. I love you, and I love the son you gave me, just as he is. Thank you.” 
 
    Diana went still, but I couldn’t read the emotions behind those white scales. I took my hands off Dan’s neck, and he gulped down air.   
 
    “Where is she?” Diana asked in a small childish voice. “Where’s Mum?” 
 
    Isaak’s brow furrowed. “At home where she always is? Sleeping off that heart?” 
 
    “No! She’s gone!” Diana’s head snapped back to glare at him. “Where is she?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Last time I saw her she was tucking you in.” He glanced at me, worried, and I wondered if maybe Isabel had gone off into the woods like an animal to do what needed to be done about Declan.  
 
    “I woke up all alone in her room!” Diana started to struggle, and Isaak gouged his claws in just a little. “She left me! You all left me! And then I felt—he was gone too. Everyone gone. All alone.” 
 
    I bit my lip to keep from pointing out this was exactly what happened to Dice, only he was cold and wet and helpless in the ground. How could she feel nothing when I felt like my heart had been taken a million miles away? Meena had kept her promise. Braden would keep them safe. He’d be home with Mom within a few hours. Wrapped in Remi’s arms by tomorrow. 
 
    “Where is she?!” Diana screamed, boots slamming the floor. She shoved her back against Isaak, trying to bowl him over. But that was ridiculous. He yanked her arms tight, and her head rolled back onto his shoulder, face twisted in pain. “I needed her!” 
 
    “I really don’t know.” Isaak turned his wrist toward her nose. “Here. Smell me.” 
 
    Diana bared her fangs, clearly considering a bite instead, but then she smashed her nose to his blue veins. Her shoulders rose with the depth of her inhalation, and her eyelids began to flutter. Then they shut, and her breathing slowed as if she’d passed out on us again. Isaak’s eyes widened with the same hope. 
 
    I swung my leg off Dan and turned to face my mate and my twin. Dan rolled forward into a crouch. Diana just sat there, nostrils pressed to Isaak’s wrist, practically snoring. Then her eyes burst open, glowing with fire, and she lunged for me until Isaak’s claws drew blood. 
 
    “He’s not yours!” she roared. “Who do you think you are? You think you can do my job? Then go back in time and feel him inside you! Feel him leave you! See what you’ve done! You’re nothing! You’re no one!” She sank her fangs into Isaak’s wrist and ripped until her mouth shone with blood. “I am Diana, Goddess of the Moon, deliverance of my people!” 
 
    And then she vanished. 
 
    Isaak swiped at thin air, spattering fresh blood across the floor. I scrambled across the floor and pressed my hand over the wound. He shook his head, skin paling by the second. “Let me go. Let me do it.” 
 
    “No.” I grabbed his other hand and slapped it on the wound. “She’s going after him. So fix this and come on.” I jumped up, trusting him to do it, and ran to the couch for my jacket. “Can you get us there, Dan?” 
 
    “Yes,” he rasped. 
 
    “Then let’s go.” I shrugged into the jacket and offered him my hand. Then we both reached down for Isaak, whose wrist glowed with two white scars. We hauled him onto shaky feet, and for a moment, there we were, the three of us holding hands. 
 
    Dan squeezed. 
 
    The earth fell away.  
 
    We broke apart on the forest floor, each of us tumbling backward into the snow, coughing as smoke filled our lungs. And then Dan gagged, his limbs jerking as if I were back on top of him. I crawled to one side, Isaak to the other, and we found his eyes glassy, his mouth bubbling blood. He must have landed on something sharp. 
 
    Isaak grasped his twitching hand, but Dan shook his head.  
 
    “It’s done,” his voice floated into my head. “Go.” 
 
    Isaak winced. “They’ve killed her then?” 
 
    Dan didn’t answer. He didn’t have to.  
 
    His breath rattled with blood as he stared up at the sky. 
 
    “What an awful thing to do to your kids…” he whispered. 
 
    I grasped his other hand, and Isaak held on tight as he writhed in the snow. 
 
    “I remember you,” I said. “Not from this life, but from mine. When we were little? I remember. You did know all the Muppet songs. And you always made me laugh. I don’t know what the Chairman did to break you there like he broke my sister here, but… I’ll remember. Even when I’m gone.” 
 
    One corner of his mouth smile while the other side went slack. His head lolled in that direction, dripping blood onto the snow. Isaak touched his neck, and then swept a hand over empty blue eyes. Diana was dead.  
 
    “Do it now,” I begged. “And go meet your baby.” 
 
    “Not until we know he’s alright.” Isaak stood and hauled me to my feet. He pointed at two sets of footprints leading toward the smoldering school.  
 
    We ran, crashing first into snowy limbs, then green ones, then brown ones, until we reached the black trees on the edge of the war zone. Smoke crawled through the timbers and stone like a great writhing shadow monster, licking at our eyes with its poison tongue. But the footprint continued into the ash, and we followed with our shirts pulled over our noses.  
 
    “Should’ve kept the shiftskin,” Isaak grumbled, sucking in as much as he could to pass by jutting pipes.  
 
    “I hate them,” I blurted. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, your muscles are amazing, borderline obscene, but… I want the real you, okay? You’re the hottest guy I’ve ever seen, and I’m just sorry I’m so tall. It’s stupid. Such a pain in the neck for kissing.” 
 
    Isaak’s hand found mine in the dark. “You do know we don’t always have to kiss standing up, yeah?” 
 
    Foolish heat filled my cheeks. I wasn’t going to live long enough for that. 
 
    We rounded a bend in the wreckage and a gap of light appeared not far ahead, sickly green but promising, in spite of the wind’s eerie wailing. I jogged forward and almost fell when my feet tangled in soft things. Isaak caught my elbow, and we both stared down at a pile of clothes. Blue flannel. Purple cashmere. My heart stopped. Had Diana incinerated their bodies but not their clothes? Had she incinerated our boy? 
 
    “What’s this?” Isaak bent calmly and retrieved a long white stick from the folds of the sweater. “Is it… when’d she get a wand?” 
 
    I snatched it from his hand and held it up to the light. It was similar to the one Meena had received from her grandmother, but not the same. That was a raw wand; this was someone’s custom job with little music notes etched into the hilt. Her mother’s wand. What the hell was she supposed to do with it now? I tucked it into my jacket pocket. 
 
    “Look!” Isaak pointed at the ground. Pawprints tracked through the ash, blurring together, but there had definitely been one wolf and one bear here. 
 
    “Your mom?” I asked. 
 
    “Too big.” He pushed me forward, all the way to the opening, and my heart started all over just to stop a second time.  
 
    The quad was littered with bodies in pajamas and bodies in cloaks, bodies charred and strewn to pieces all over a bed of ash. But in the middle of them all stood a grizzly, rearing on and off his hand legs as swiped at the hyenas darting all around him. He caught one by its back hump and flung it twenty yards.  
 
    “Um… I think that’s Meena’s boyfriend.” 
 
    “He’s cute,” Isaak said, shoving me into the open. “Think I’ll go help him.” 
 
    “Wait.” I grabbed his elbow, scanning the field for any sign of an inexplicably naked girl running for her life. But there was only a beautiful black wolf with white streaks in her fur, tearing toward the round base of the obliterated observatory, carrying a small furry bundle in her jaws. With three hyenas closing in fast. 
 
    HOLY SHIFT. 
 
    Something clicked in my check. A pilot light reigniting. 
 
    I fell to my knees and jammed both hands in the ash with a primal howl. 
 
    Blue waves of flame rolled across the quads, swallowing up the bodies but arcing around Braden to race after Meena, incinerating every hyena between me and my son. I rocked back on my heels, utterly spent, but Isaak lifted me to my feet. Draped my arm around his shoulders, wrapped his own around my waist, and together, we walked between the walls of flame.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    I couldn’t look back.  
 
    Couldn’t see Braden dying like that. 
 
    Couldn’t give Diana a chance to catch up. 
 
    My lungs screamed as I poured everything I had left into my paws. Water streamed from my eyes and matted my fur, but I could just make out the cartoonish mound of dirt and ash surrounding my escape hatch. My heart ached, imagining my Braden blasting his way out of the earth, bit by bit, all through the night, trying to get to me.  
 
    I dove inside, and gravity did the rest, dragging me into the belly of Broken Wand. Rocks shredded my paw pads as I slid out of control until we hit a bend, and the floor straightened out. Green light beckoned up ahead, swirling like the reflections of a swimming pool, and I forged ahead, praying to the ancestors on both sides that I would make it in time. That Wallace was enough of a healer to clear Dice’s lungs. 
 
    I burst into my melted bedroom and jumped over the blackened shards of my door into the living area where I finally stopped short. The emerald green portal swirled in the center of the wall where the handprint had been, lifting every hair on my body until I must’ve looked like a blow-dried Malamute fresh from the groomer. The tunnel of energy had no obvious floor to walk on, but that wasn’t what stopped me. 
 
    No, that would be the curly-haired silhouette sitting on our sofa, one slender arm hooked over the back as if she were watching a mildly interesting television show and not a wormhole to another universe. I spit Dice onto the floor and sank into crouch, baring my fangs for the first time in my life. Could I use them? Could I sink them through human flesh if it came to that? 
 
    Dice coughed.  
 
    Isabel’s head turned. 
 
    Dice coughed again, like his lungs were coming up. 
 
    “Please,” I begged. “Let me save him.” 
 
    Isabel rose slowly, her silhouette fluttering, still dressed in nothing more than a robe. She walked around the couch, slowly, or maybe not. Maybe that was an illusion from the gentle strobing of the portal. Her blank eyes revealed nothing as she paused at the side of the couch, arms folded over her chest. 
 
    “You lied to me.” 
 
    “You made an assumption I didn’t correct.” 
 
    “Where is my son?” 
 
    “Your daughter killed him. You let her get away.” 
 
    Not a flicker of emotion. Isabel waved a dismissive hand at the portal. “When you receive a call in the middle of the night, telling you a portal’s been discovered, it’s a rather important thing to investigate, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I didn’t know you still worked.” 
 
    “I’m the Queen of Shifters, darling.” Isabel’s lips curved in a sardonic smile. “I’ll work until I’m dead.” 
 
    Dice gagged, his paws scrabbling in the ash, and my muscles bunched tighter. If I could just grab him and jump over the couch…  
 
    The ground rumbled with a distant explosion. Diana carving out a bigger hole. 
 
    Dice screamed. He rolled onto his back, writhing in obvious pain, stretching his limbs toward the ceiling. Isabel lurched forward, but I stepped over his dying body, snarling with a rage I’d never known possible. I would destroy her for delaying us. 
 
    His shrill puppy screams reached a crescendo and then stopped with a startled gasp. Isabel’s eyes widened, all the emotions she’d been hiding rushing into her face all at once until it looked as though she were melting. She covered her mouth to hold it all together, pointing with the other. 
 
    A tiny hand grasped my leg. 
 
    I looked down at Isaak’s eyes and soft brown curls.  
 
    Remi’s mouth and somehow already consternated brow.  
 
    He stretched his naked body in the ash, an infant not a newborn. The human equivalent of a month-old wolf. His chubby fingers pulled at my fur, and I couldn’t resist the urge to lick him clean, my tail wagging furiously. He laughed and squirmed. 
 
    “Dice…” Isabel whimpered. 
 
    Another explosion in the distance.  
 
    Fear told me to bowl her over and bite her throat, so I could turn myself back into a person and carry my nephew out. Fear told me there was no other choice. Diana was coming. Diana would destroy us. But fear was stupid. Isabel would never let that happen. 
 
    I lifted my head and took a step back. “Do you want to hold him?” 
 
    Her eyes locked with mine, gauging the likelihood of an assault. 
 
    I took another step back and bowed my head in submission, curled my tail between my legs. I was just a cousin who was kind of like an aunt. She was his Gran. 
 
    Isabel darted forward and snatched him up like a stray dog taking a life-saving snack. She held him on her right hip, and however old he was now, he was old enough to hang onto her arm. To pat her face with his other hand, giggling like this had all been very funny. She took his little hand and kissed it, kissed all the way up his arm to his face, smiling between each and every one. He leaned in, raking his human teeth along her jaw and squealing with delight.  
 
    Her left arm wrapped around him, fingers sinking into his curls. Her sleeve drooped down to her elbow, revealing the coiled bruise. Throbbing even now. Did Declan ever stop? She seemed oblivious though, lost in her grandson’s sparkling eyes. He got a fistful of her hair and yanked, but she didn’t even wince. Just leaned her forehead against his, a beatific smile on her face as her eyes lifted toward the ceiling, searching for her ghostly son. 
 
    She pitched forward with a startled grunt. 
 
    An arm swept in from behind her, taking firm hold of the baby. Isabel listed to the left, settling into the crook of another strong arm, and when she turned her head to see her assailant, my heart exploded with relief. 
 
    Remi stood behind Isabel, lifting Dice onto her own right hip as Isabel sank deeper into the cradle of her left arm. As the older woman’s body twisted, I saw Remi’s fingers pressed against her lower back, blood dripping down them, and I knew her claws were lodged inside her mother’s belly. Isabel’s eyes widened as she recognized the face. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Remi’s voice cracked as she took in the throbbing bruise on Isabel’s dangling arm. “But I couldn’t let him keep doing that.” 
 
    “Your eyes…” Isabel gasped, blood trickling from her mouth. 
 
    “They’re striking.” Remi quirked a sad smile. “I know, I know.” 
 
    “Clear,” Isabel gurgled, and then her legs gave out, and she sagged toward the floor, pulling Remi and Dice with her.  
 
    “Laith,” Remi said, and he appeared, scooping Dice out of her arm. Remi wrapped it around Isabel and sank to her knees, cradling her dying mom for the second time.  
 
    Laith sat on the arm of the couch, holding Dice up by his armpits with a euphoric grin that did not match the setting or tone. Dice scowled at this stranger, kicking at the air, and when that didn’t work, he unleashed a torrent of urine down the front of Laith’s shirt. To his credit, Laith didn’t drop him, but his smile withered as his eyes bugged out of his head. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    Remi sniffed once, then rolled her eyes with an exasperated sigh. “Get him out of here, Cowboy. And don’t wait around. Take him straight home. Get him some clothes. Meena too.” She looked at me and smirked, her next words appearing only in my mind. “Good girl.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving,” I said. “Diana—there’s another you—” 
 
    “She’s dead,” Remi said simply. “Go home. You’re the only face Dice knows.” 
 
    I hesitated, but in that moment, Dice twisted away from Laith and reached for me. I bounded over to him as if pulled by a leash. It wasn’t a maternal bond. It was pack. And it was everything. I jumped onto the back of the couch and then down to the other side, licking my nephew’s face over Laith’s shoulder. 
 
    I did it, Rahm. 
 
    Laith rose and walked toward the portal. I followed, dizzy with grief and elation all at once. He placed a hand on the back of my neck, lightly gripping my fur. “Don’t be afraid to look around. It’s—” He shook his head and laughed. “Once in a lifetime.” 
 
    We stepped onto solid nothing. 
 
    Green energy swirled around us, but beyond that lay only stars. Millions of them, frosting the darkness like snowflakes. Above us. Below us. On either side of us. We walked through the place where the sound waves crashed and canceled each other out, and I knew that beyond this pocket, two worlds were ringing from the strike of a little plastic bear hurled at a wall. 
 
    We emerged into the circular hallway that held the other side of the handprint. Chancellor Wallace sat on one of the study couches, ankle crossed over his knee, flipping through the pages of a dog-eared romance novel.  
 
    He paused to arch an eyebrow at Laith. “That’s not the girl you went in with.”  
 
    “She’s coming,” Laith said, hefting his unhappy baby from one shoulder to the other. “This is Meena. She learned a new trick.” 
 
    Wallace set the book down and gave me an appraising once over. “Can you turn yourself back?” 
 
    “I think so, but I’ll be naked, so—” 
 
    He motioned with his fingers, and a purple cloak appeared at his feet. He pointedly closed his eyes, and Laith hurriedly looked away. I didn’t really know what to do, so I sat on my haunches and remembered Braden’s mouth on my neck and his hands on my hips and his eyes on my breasts, smiling kind of dazed like it was his first time ever… 
 
    Warm air pressed in my bare skin, and I whisked the fresh cloak around me before I stood on two wobbly legs. Tears slid down my cheeks, and I blotted them on my sleeves, wondering if there were any other universes I could visit where Braden was happy and whole. He didn’t have to be mine there. If I could just see him— 
 
    A wet nose nudged my hand.  
 
    I opened my eyes, expecting wolf Remi… 
 
    And found my big brown bear.  
 
    “Braden!”  
 
    I threw my arms around his massive neck, and he plopped down his rump, hugging me upright. I dug my hands into his matted fur, sticky with blood, and remembered his body beneath my own touch. He shrank in an instant, his arms pulling me down to the floor between his legs. My hands landed on his shoulders, and his clasped my face, and we kissed like we’d already lost each other once and would never let it happen again. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN: RAHM 
 
      
 
      
 
    Braden the Bear crashed through the ruins of Meena’s room, kicking ash in our faces and bleating like a giant lost lamb. I helped Isaak out of the tunnel, palms singed from all the blasting it took to make the tunnel big enough for a grizzly and bleeding from all the crawling over rocks because we did not have time to make it big enough for me to walk through on two legs. Isaak turned them over and frowned at the mess, but I ripped them away before he could waste any more healing energy on a dead man. 
 
    “Holy shift!” My sister’s thoroughly American voice yelped from the living area, and I never felt those words more in my heart, not even when I saw Meena the Wolf.  
 
    HOLY SHIFT. 
 
    I reached the door just in time to see Braden tumble over the sofa and dive into the massive green portal taking up the wall where the handprint used to be. My real twin was kneeling on the floor, leaning away from that newly squashed couch while cradling Isabel’s body in what had to be the worst déjà vu scenario ever. Remi’s eyes met mine and then scrunched with relief. When she opened them, Isaak was beside me.  
 
    Isabel smiled, blood dribbling from her mouth. “Ah. There he is.” 
 
    “Mum!” Isaak ran and collapsed at her side, hands hovering above her wilting body like he didn’t know where to start healing. She frowned and shook her head, reaching out for him like a baby. His shoulders slumped in defeat. “Oh, Mum…” 
 
    I crept up beside them, wanting to offer support but not encroach on this incredibly morbid bonding moment for Dice’s biological parents. Remi had only ever known Isaak as a ghost, and now she couldn’t take her eyes off his crumpled corporeal face as he slid one arm under their mother’s shoulders.  
 
    “I’m going to take my claws out,” Remi said quietly. “She won’t last long.” 
 
    Isaak nodded, his chin quivering with determination to remain stoic. Remi placed a gentle kiss on Isabel’s forehead and leaned forward, moving her into Isaak’s arms. Then her elbow jerked with some grisly resistance, and blood poured over Isaak’s lap. Isabel gasped and shuddered. 
 
    Remi scrabbled away from the growing puddle. I caught her by the arms, lifting her up and away from it. She turned and threw her arms around my waist, burying her face in my chest. I wrapped my arms around her shoulders, pressing my cheek to her long, beautiful hair—not a scrap of bare scalp to be seen.  
 
    “How? You’re supposed to be in Paris.” I sent the words into her mind. 
 
    “Rhea called in the night. We came as fast as international translocation laws would allow.” She paused. “We broke them.” 
 
    I squeezed her tight, and she turned her face toward Isaak and Isabel, leaving her cheek pressed against my heart. Isabel’s hand fluttered in search of her son’s face, her glassy eyes already past seeing. Isaak caught her hand and kissed it once, then placed it atop of his head so she could pet his hair. Her legs writhed in the ash, and he rocked her gently on his heels. 
 
    “B-b-beautiful boy,” she choked out. 
 
    Isaak smiled. “Whatever you say, Mum.” 
 
    Her hand slid down to his cheek. “I—”  
 
    My mate’s yearning eyes searched her face as she paused for a deep rattling breath. 
 
    “Didn’t deserve you,” Isabel finished. 
 
    Remi flinched in my arms. 
 
    Isaak bowed his head, and his mother’s last breath fluttered through his curls.  
 
    He let out a single animal sob, hugging her to his chest, and then lifted his wet eyes to mine. “Can you—Will you burn her up? I don’t want anyone doing anything weird with her.” 
 
    Remi and I shuddered in unison, thinking of how the Chairman’s coyote head had been sewn on to the body of a wolf and displayed at the Florida compound. She eased back and nodded for me to honor his request. Swallowing the bile that naturally accompanies such a task, I knelt where Remi had been. Isaak tenderly slid his mother’s body onto the floor and folded her hand over her still chest. He smoothed the hair from her face and kissed her pale cheek. Then he stood up and walked away. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I placed my hand over both of Isabel’s. “Thank you. For them.” 
 
    Fire rushed from my heart to hers, and I leaped back as the flames consumed her. 
 
    Now, for the hard part. 
 
    I turned and found Remi and Isaak locked in an embrace, backlit by the portal.  
 
    “Is Dice okay?” I asked, assuming she’d seen him with Meena. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, he’s perfect.” She drew back from Isaak, flashing a cheeky grin. “If I do say so myself.” 
 
    Isaak laughed-sobbed at that. Peace settled over my soul, imagining Dice’s future unfurling across far more than sixteen years.  
 
    “Then you have to do it,” I told Isaak. “I’m sorry. But you said you would.” 
 
    “I lied.” Isaak folded his arms. “I am never going to kill you. We’ll find another way. And if we can’t, then we’ll accept that maybe this is who he’s supposed to be.” 
 
    “What? No! You have to let me—” 
 
    Remi grabbed my arm and hurled me into the portal. My feet touched solid ground, but there were only stars below me, and my clumsy footsteps made no sound. I froze, wondering if she had, in fact, killed me. A literal eternity might have passed by, and then Isaak appeared at a dead run, grinning ear to ear. He grabbed my elbow and dragged me along, not even slowing to enjoy the fabric of the universe, much less finish our discussion. 
 
    “Isaak, please—” 
 
    “She did it!” he crowed. “It’s already done!” 
 
    I stumbled over nothing. “What?!” 
 
    “Dice! He’s human! He’s a baby!” 
 
    “How?!” I looked over my shoulder, but Remi wasn’t with us. “Wait!” I dug in my heels and yanked him around. “Where’s my sister?” 
 
    “She’s coming.” Isaak tugged on my hand. “She told me to go first. Come on!” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” I slicked a hand through my very sweaty hair. “Did your Mom just—how would Remi know—?” 
 
    “Diana did it!” Isaak’s lips pressed together in a smiling sob. “She did it. When she smelled me, that’s what she saw! That’s why she got so mad at you! The whole scene replayed in my head, and I thought she was going to try to take him, but—” 
 
    I almost doubled over from the gut punch. 
 
    Dan was already dying when we landed in the forest. 
 
    Because Diana had sacrificed herself for Dice.  
 
    Possibly out of pure pettiness toward me, but I’d take it.  
 
    I’d take my boys home. 
 
    “Are you breathing?” Isaak’s hands found my face. “Breathe.” 
 
    “You’re breathing.” I put my hands on his chest, feeling the choppy rise and fall of his excitement, the galloping beat of his joy. “You’re alive.” 
 
    He caught my face and kissed me in the void.  
 
    “I remember you,” he murmured. “I remembered you too much to move on.” 
 
    I jolted back, searching his face. “What did you say?” 
 
    “I remember you.” His nose wrinkled, bemused. “I didn’t before. But I do in here. And maybe I won’t again out there. But I remember right now, and I need you to know that I knew you were in there. I didn’t know what was wrong, why you were so mean, but I knew that wasn’t the real you. I knew I had to find him.” He bit his lip and grinned. “And now I have.” 
 
    I pressed my forehead to his, tears dripping off my nose and falling into space. “And you brought us a kid.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Isaak grinned. “Let’s go find out which of us he looks like.” 
 
    We grabbed hands and ran, bursting from the portal into the observatory’s hallway. Grampa Henry perched on a study chair, ankle crossed over one knees. He hiked his thumb toward the main entrance without looking up from his book. We peeled in that direction, shoes squealing on the tile as we raced around the bend, faster and faster until—Dasharath Singh appeared in the middle of our path.  
 
    I skid to a stop, gripping Isaak’s hand. A cold wind blew through the hall, not from the outdoor entrance, but the doors that led to the ballroom Dash was decorating last night. Bill Murray still peeked out from behind his folded arms. He sized up my mate, who was about to quiver with anticipation right out of his skin. 
 
    “So you’re saying it wasn’t personal?” 
 
    “No.” I barked a breathless laugh. “You’re a really great guy. Just not mine.” 
 
    “Someday I’ll stop shooting my shot with this family.” Dash shrugged, glancing toward the ballroom doors. “But it looks like a good one to be in.” 
 
    The best,” I said. “I’ll, uh, call you if we find any more long lost relatives.” 
 
    “You never asked for my number.” Dash smirked as he stepped aside.  
 
    “And he won’t be,” Isaak growled, pulling me past my disappointed suitor.  
 
    Dash sucked in a breath and then gagged. “What the—Did you just spray me like a skunk? What is that?” 
 
    Isaak ignored him, smirking. I shot an apologetic grimace over my shoulder as Dash sputtered and pinched his nose. He really was a great guy, but I was completely and utterly mated for life. I draped my arm around Isaak’s shoulder as we stepped over the threshold into the backyard.  
 
    Fat fluffy snowflakes fell from the sky, rapidly filling the fresh tracks leading to the big white farmhouse with the wraparound porch where my whole family was gathered around a hidden central figure. Isaak froze, eyes wide and nostrils flaring with every ragged breath. The sweet scent of hay and grain drifted from the barn we’d just come through, the only doors on the property that matched the ballroom’s.  
 
    “This is where you live?” Isaak asked. 
 
    “This is where we live.” I paused. “Where we can live. If you want.” 
 
    “And that’s your family?” 
 
    “Our family.” I kissed the top of his head. “Dice’s family.” 
 
    “Okay.” He took a deep breath and smoothed his shirt. “Take me home.” 
 
    The second our feet crunched down on the snow, five faces snapped toward us. Meena and Braden. Castle and Victoria. Mom and Diego. Laith. And a sixth one, smaller but equally human, swaddled in a blanket in his grandmother’s arms.  
 
    We broke into our sixth run since we’d met each other, and I really hoped it would be our last until Dice was old enough to need chasing.  
 
    Mom came down the steps to greet us, beaming and crying. The instant Isaak swept Dice from her arms, she threw them around me, and I clung to her as Isaak fell to his knees with our shockingly large son, who could hold himself upright and boasted a full mop of Belhollow curls in a chestnut shade closer to mine. He wasn’t, like, a toddler, but he was definitely going to need chasing, even if just on his hands and knees. 
 
    Dice hunched with his knees on Isaak’s belly, his rump on Isaak’s folded arms, and he glowered at his father with his mother’s signature scowl. I glanced toward the barn, wondering where she was, why she was missing this. Dice let out a long low whine that sounded like he was trying to growl.  
 
    “I’m sorry!” Isaak laughed. “I got here as fast as I could!” 
 
    Dice rocked forward and buried his face in his daddy’s neck. Isaak rocked back and forth, gazing first at the sky, and then at me. “Rahm! He’s so big! I don’t even know how old he is now! I don’t know what he eats now! I don’t know—” He shook his head, eyes full of terror. “I don’t actually know how to do this.” 
 
    “Yes, you do.” Mom laid a hand on Isaak’s shoulder. “And he’s about a year old.” 
 
    “But he’s only a month old,” I said. “Unless we’ve been gone a whole year?” 
 
    “You were only gone one night.” Mom leaned into me. “One very long night. He’s older because his human body synced with his wolf body. He’ll age normally from here on out. Castle and Victoria poofed into town for some formula and baby food. We’ll see what he’s ready for.” 
 
    “Diapers,” Laith grumbled. “He’s ready for diapers.” 
 
    Everyone laughed, and when I looked up at him leaning on the porch post, he had a considerable wet spot on the front of his shirt. His worried eyes darted toward the barn and back. I shrugged, and he hopped off the steps and headed that way.  
 
    “But am I ready to talk him into wearing them?” Isaak made a yikes face, resting his chin on Dice’s grumpy head. “I reckon I’ve spoiled him. I’ve already messed up.” 
 
    “You’re doing just fine.” Mom smoothed Isaak’s hair like he was one of her own and then laughed at herself. “I’m sorry. I’m Rhea. Rahm’s mother, and one of Remi’s. So, in other words, I’d better start thinking about my grandma name.”  
 
    “Gran’s taken,” I said, joining Isaak in the snow. His lower lip wobbled, and I tucked him under my arm, knowing the grief was going to catch up with him soon. He leaned into me, and for some reason, I was suddenly very aware of Diego watching. He flashed me a sly grin and two thumbs, like I had brought home someone to be proud of. 
 
    OH. 
 
    I looked up at Mom and gave her one thumbs up—because let’s not go overboard--and she immediately burst into tears, one hand covering her relieved smile, and the other her barely there bump. My little sister. My kid’s built-in best friend. 
 
    I ducked my head, having reached my limit of not seeing his face, and Dice peered at me from under Isaak’s chin, clearly pissed that we’d had the audacity to not look at him for the last hour. I brushed the silky curls above his ear with one tentative finger. “Hi?” 
 
    He growl-whined again, swatting at my hand, but then abruptly changed his mind and grabbed my finger, pulling it to his mouth and gnawing gently. His dark eyes dared me to try and take it back. But he could have it forever. He had all of me forever. 
 
    “He’ll be sweeter about breakfast.” Mom smoothed the hair off my forehead. “Just like his daddy.” 
 
    I tilted my head back, asking with my eyes how she knew it was like that, and she glanced over at Meena, who gave us a shy little wave. Grinning, I held out my free arm, and she untangled herself from Braden and dove off the porch into my hug.  
 
    “You did it.” I kissed the top of her head. “And your wolf? So pretty.” 
 
    She drew back, eyes lit up. “You saw me?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” Isaak sniffled and grinned. “And now I know you’re the most powerful witch of all time.” 
 
    “Stop.” Meena tucked her hair behind her ears. “I’m not going to save the whole world turning into a wolf.” 
 
    “Well, you saved ours.” Isaak nudged me. “Give her the you-know-what.” 
 
    “Oh!” I jammed my hand deep into my pocket, fishing around until my fingers brushed her wand’s carved hilt. “Someone left this in your sweater.” 
 
    Her breath hitched when I laid her mother’s wand across her open palms, but she didn’t say a word. Just closed her firsts around either end and drew it to her chest, lips pressed together and eyes scrunched shut. I rubbed her back, reminding her to breathe. 
 
    “What happened to Dan?” she asked at last. 
 
    “He got us to Broken Wand, and then he… well, we’re pretty sure Diana sacrificed herself to, um, finish what she started,” I said, pulling my slobbery knuckle from Dice’s suddenly slack mouth. His heavy eyelids showcased Isaak’s thick lashes, but my sister was written all over his face, which meant I was too, and while that wasn’t the most important thing in the universe, it was definitely a miracle in two.   
 
    “Wow.” Meena shook her head, blinking. “That’s so Remi.” 
 
    And it was. I glanced toward the darkened barn. It really, really was. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN: REMI 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hold still,” Laith grunted. “You’re worse than Moonshine.” 
 
    “It stings,” I hissed, trying to pull my left hand from his grip. Normally, it would’ve been easy to best him in a test of strength, but my muscles felt like noodles after losing so much blood. Hiding it wasn’t the reason I’d murdered my own mother, but I wouldn’t have gotten the truth past my brothers if I hadn’t also been drenched in her blood. So, uh, thanks for the opportunity, Mum.  
 
    “That’s the germs dying.” Laith splashed more peroxide on the ragged wound in my wrist, and I wrenched backward so violently that I tumbled off my hay bale. Laith leaned over and grabbed my good arm, hauling me back up. “Now you’ve got hay in it.” 
 
    Moonshine snorted in his stall—my sentiments exactly. Laith had caught me trying to treat my own wound after Dasharath closed the magical doors behind me, but I’d mostly been making it worse. So I appreciated his help, but this was becoming overkill. 
 
    “It’s fine. Can you just—” I howled as he turned the bottle upside down. “Stop that!” 
 
    “You stop it.” He reached into his equine first aid kit and pulled out a large cotton pad. “It’s not my fault you let Isaak keep y’all’s magic and won’t ask him to heal you.” 
 
    I had done that. Sent him through the wormhole first so he could keep his father’s inheritance. I was already too much shifter. I didn’t need to be a witch also. So from now on, he could heal, and I would protect.  
 
    “He can’t know,” I growled, bracing my feet against Laith’s hay bale. He placed the pad on the uneven marks from my normal human teeth. “Dice can’t know.” 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Laith sighed, sealing the sticky edges to my skin. “Wouldn’t you want to know if your mom—” 
 
    “Exactly.” I touched my squeaky-clean fingers to his lips. “He’s made of me, Laith, but he didn’t come from me. He came from her. And I know what it’s like to find out the person who made you did something terrible when you were a baby. I can forgive Rhea because she’s here to redeem herself every single day, but Diana?”  
 
    I rubbed my itchy bandage, memories of being her flashing through my mind. In the dream last night, and again sitting cross-legged in the portal with Laith while he guided me into a meditative trance that dissolved my sense of self until two things were true at once. I was me, and I was her. But I couldn’t find an opening to take control, not until she smelled Isaak’s memory and their consciousness briefly merged.  
 
    I watched my brother offer to trade his life for my son’s. 
 
    The shame sent Diana into a tailspin, and I took the wheel. 
 
    Luckily, there had still been one glaring difference between us, or else I’d probably also be dead: She had fangs, and I did not. 
 
    “Look, someday, Dice will be old enough to hear the whole story, and I want him to believe that in the end she had it in her. That he came from someone who loved him that much, even if she royally screwed up. That’s one thing I can give him, so this goes with us to our graves, okay?” My lips twisted wryly. “Next time we go to them.” 
 
    “One thing?” Laith squinted at my face. “Why would you say that? You’re going to give him everything. Starting with that.” He motioned toward the scene on the porch. “Everything we never had. The only thing missing from that picture right now is you. So, roll down your sleeve—” He started doing it for me. “—and come meet our baby.” 
 
    “Laith, he’s not,” I choked out. “He’s not our baby.” 
 
    My mate froze, and I knew I might lose him over what I had to say next, if he didn’t understand me, but I had to take that risk. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I know how much you want this, but he’s not. He can’t be.”  
 
    “But he already is. Can’t you feel it? Ever since the other me saw him in the other barn…” Laith shook his head, bewildered, and tears of shame pricked my eyes.  
 
    “Laith, the things I feel—” I gripped the edge of the hay bale and ground my teeth together. Diana’s most powerful memories were my souvenirs from this adventure. I remembered the cup outside her door. The lines on the test. The unfamiliar weight in her wolf’s belly. The den. “If I let them in, I’ll turn into her.” 
 
    Laith cupped my face. “Remi, you are never going to turn into Diana. That’s—” 
 
    “Not Diana.” I shook my head, biting down on my lip. “Mom. I’ll turn into Mom.” 
 
    His brow wrinkled. “That’s… not your main goal in life?” 
 
    I had to laugh. “Laith, if I tell that perfect little boy that I’m his mother, then we are never going back to Paris. We will stay right here on this farm forever, and I will make him the center of my universe, and I will let the whole world burn.”  
 
    “I’ve gotta be honest, Remi, that sounds kind of amazing.” 
 
    “I know.” I cupped his face also. “But then where will he live when he grows up? Where will my sister live? Where will our kids live? I want more for them than ash.” 
 
    “Me too, Remi. Of course, me too. But—” He looked longingly toward the house. “Promise me you’re not just doing this because you think you don’t deserve him.”  
 
    The echo of Mom’s last words—words he hadn’t even heard—cut into my heart like claws, but I shook my head. “Mom had the power to stop the Chairman at any time, Laith, to save thousands of lives on both sides of the war and put an end to so much suffering in general, but she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t walk away from her son. So now I have to walk away from mine.” 
 
    Laith’s shoulder slumped. “And do what exactly?” 
 
    I took a deep breath and exhaled all my doubts. “Everyone keeps telling me I’m not ready, I’m too young, I need to wait until I’m older to be a real leader, and everyone is up to something shady. Everything the Chairman was doing over there, he was making plans for here. Plans they’re still trying to carry out behind our backs.” I snorted with disgust. “They don’t give a shit about family, Laith. But they know we do. That’s why they want us married with a baby by next spring. They’re trying to declaw me.” 
 
    Laith’s jaw tightened. “Well, that’s never happening.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” I flexed my fingers. If I could drive my claws into Mom’s back, there wasn’t anything I couldn’t do to the people trying turn the broken curse into a brand new kind of horror. “So no more waiting around. No more Directors calling the shots. From now on, I’m Remi Brighton, Queen of Shifters, deliverance of my people.” 
 
    Laith’s eyes widened. “Wait, what?” 
 
    “I’ll let you say the magic words later, but…” I slid off my hay bale onto one knee and grasped both his hands in mine. “Laith Brighton, I don’t know if there are any worlds out there where it’s easy for me to believe I deserve you, but I know there aren’t any where I don’t want to try. So, please, give me your ring and your last name too. And I promise one day we’ll come home and I’ll make all of your dreams come true.” 
 
     “Remi…” He growled, and then his lips were on mine, kissing me like anything was possible and everything would be okay. 
 
    “What the—?!” Rahm’s voice rang out. “Oh, hell no! If you are trying to make another baby in here, I swear on the moon, I will burn the whole thing down!” 
 
    Laith and I broke apart, laughing. His eyes told me the answer was yes as he helped me to my feet. My brother glanced between us suspiciously, his eyes finally landing on the first aid kit. He folded his arms over his chest. 
 
    “Did you get hurt?” 
 
    “Just a little scratch,” I said, tugging my sleeve down. “Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Everyone’s already worried,” Rahm snapped. “You never came back from another universe. So, wrap this up later, and I do mean wrap it up.” He glared at Laith. “Because this guy’s going to start making a smell that makes you lose your mind.” He spun on his heel and stomped away.  
 
    “Wait!” I ran after him with Laith right behind me. “How do you know about that?” 
 
    Rahm screamed and broke into a dead run back to the house. I threw my hands up in the air. I kind of needed to know the details. Laith slid his arms around my waist and kissed my neck. “Smells like it’s going to be a long seven years.” 
 
    “Ugh.” I elbowed him off me. “Probably five. If you’re good.” 
 
    “I’m always good.” Laith flashed his lip-biting grin. “That’s the problem.” 
 
    And it was. It really, really was. 
 
    We made our way to the porch hand in hand. Everyone was gathered near the door now, but Isaak stood at the top of the steps with our kid sitting on the crook of one elbow. Dice watched me with eyes that looked just like Mom’s, and my heart filled my entire chest and then my whole body until my head felt like it would explode from the surge of love and fear and pride. I ran the last few steps and lifted my arms. 
 
    “Oi, here you go,” Isaak said, handing him over. “Here she is. Here’s your m—" 
 
    “Remi,” I said, and everyone fell silent as Dice settled onto my hip. He looked into my eyes, and I rubbed our noses together, breathing in his milky breath. Then I pressed my cheek against his curls and found Rhea’s eyes. She pressed a hand to her heart, and I found the strength to look at Dice’s parents and say, “I’m just gonna be his Remi.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTTEEN: MEENA 
 
      
 
      
 
    Night had fallen when I finally woke up with my head on Braden’s chest and my arm around his waist, both of us atop my quilt and still dressed in our robes. The moonlight made the snowflakes landing on the window twinkle until they looked like the stars we’d walked across. The savory scent of chicken wafted up the stairs along with the soft murmur of the television, and it felt like the end of Christmas Day when the presents have been unwrapped for hours and there’s nothing left to do but be still and together and know it all happened.  
 
    “Mmm, you awake?” Braden lazily stroked my hair. 
 
    “Sort of,” I yawned, snuggling into his robe’s warm folds. “You?” 
 
    “Yeah.” He stretched, knuckles thumping my headboard. “Couldn’t sleep.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I pushed up on my elbow to free him. “You could’ve rolled me over.” 
 
    “Never.” He shifted onto his side so we were both propped up, nose to nose. “You need a pillow, I’m gonna lie there.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I stroked the jutting hair above his ear. “Hey. Remember when I said I would never stop waiting for you, and you told me that I would? You were wrong.” I bit my lip. “When I thought you weren’t coming…” 
 
    “I love you,” Braden blurted. “And I’m so sorry that I kept you waiting for so long that you didn’t know that’s what was happening, but it was, and I just wanted us to have a relationship like Laith and Remi, you know? Where it’s not just this physical thing, but like… I don’t know. The way they look at each other, it’s like they’re having a spiritual experience every time. And he told me they didn’t kiss for five months—” 
 
    I laughed. “Are you serious right now?” 
 
    He winced. “I’m sorry. I said it too soon. See? I knew I would—” 
 
    I kissed him. “You said it right on time. And I’m going to say it too, but first… Remi and Laith look at each other like that because they’re literally always thinking about the sex they just had or the sex they’re about to have. They have sex every night.” 
 
    Braden squinted at my face. “Are you serious right now? Every night?” 
 
    “Yes!” I knocked on my headboard. “Sweet sex. Rough sex. Soulful sex. Playful sex. Braden, on Christmas Eve, he pretended to be an inept reindeer farmer, and she pretended to be the best accountant in the county, and then they got trapped in a make believe snowstorm together and—” I shuddered, remembering. “And today they got engaged and terminated their parental rights to Dice, so get ready. There’s no telling what’s going to happen. Like, we should probably sleep on the couch.” 
 
    “Or…” Braden said slowly, his hand creeping onto my thigh. “We could start doing it first, and then they’d have no choice but to let us have the right of way.” 
 
    “It’s impossible to have sex before them because they’re always having sex,” I said, heat licking up to my core. “They’re fated mates, Braden. They live in a perpetual state of perfect union, and… we’re never going to be happy if we compare ourselves to them. I know because that’s what I’ve been doing for the last two months too, and look where it got us.” 
 
    Braden pushed his lips into a sexy pout. “In bed?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but not without me throwing hot cocoa on your face first.” I caressed his bearded cheek. “All those little marshmallows.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that hot,” Braden said. “And I wasn’t communicating myself clearly, so that’s definitely something we can work on, along with the comparisons, which you’re still making, by the way. I don’t know about any of that fate stuff, Meena. When I look at Remi and Laith, I see two people who went through a lot of awful shit together and came out the other side in one piece because they wanted to.” His yearning gaze scorched my soul. “I want that with you.” 
 
    “I love you too,” I whispered. 
 
    He kissed me, both of us grinning into it, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him on top of me. My fingers explored his soft hair and broad shoulders, the wide planes of his back beneath his robe. His hands roamed my curves, searching for the opening to my robe, and when he found it, he sat up, straddling me, drawing the lapels apart to reveal me for the second time today, and he didn’t look at me like Laith looks at Remi, he looked at me like Braden looks at Meena. 
 
    And the rest was just between us. 
 
    But he fell asleep on my chest. 
 
    I held him, running my fingers through his hair and returning his earlier pillow favor even though I had never been so energized in my life. Eventually, he rolled over on his own, and I kissed him gently on the forehead and tucked him under our robes. I rifled through my drawers for any clothes I might’ve left behind and came up with nothing more than a pair of Christmas pajamas. 
 
    My two wands sat on top of the dresser, pretty much identical but for the music notes carved into Mom’s. I brushed my fingers along the tiny indentations, thinking of my brother and his tuning fork, wondering where I might get the funny little shape tattooed. Maybe the timeless didn’t worry about being forgotten, but my time-bound heart wanted to practice remembering before I joined them.  
 
    Tomorrow, I would take Mom’s wand to my father and give him a second chance to fix what hadn’t been broken. Because that wand was for a future son or daughter, not for me. Grandma’s magic had kicked back in as soon as I emerged from the portal. Yet I had still turned myself and Braden back into people, showing me what the ancestors had wanted me to see, what no one on earth could have told me because no one else could do what I could: The moon magic never came from my mother. 
 
    She possessed elements of it, yes, after the pact she’d made with Aunt Rhea, but that accidental blood magic had found its fruition in me. The shifting spells were mine to wield as long as I had access to magic, but they weren’t part of that magic, so it didn’t matter whose I’d inherited, I could always use them because I would always have the blood my mother chose to share with Rhea. She was the source of my power. 
 
    My stomach growled, and even though I hated the thought of Braden waking up alone after what we’d done, I let this primal urge guide me down the hall in search of that savory aroma. Two very loud snores roared from behind Rahm’s door, and I smiled, grateful we weren’t the ones sharing a wall. Blue light flickered at the bottom of the stairs, further obscuring my sense of what time it might be, but when I arrived, I knew it was not time for me to be there. 
 
    Aunt Rhea sat in her usual spot in the corner of the sectional sofa, her knees hugged up to her chest while Remi lay slack against her shoulder, legs stretched in the opposite direction, a blanket spread over the baby sprawled across her torso. I started to step back into the stairwell, but Aunt Rhea lifted her arm in invitation, just as Rahm had earlier in the snow. I hesitated, not wanting to barge in on this intense intergenerational snuggle, but Rhea stretched out her hand, wiggling her fingers as if I were a baby she wanted someone to hand her.  
 
    So, I went. She scooted her knees closer to Remi, and I tucked myself into her side, slipping an arm around her waist, which was ever so slightly rounded with the start of my new sibling-like cousin. Rhea’s arm closed around me, squeezing my shoulder with a happy sigh. “There now. All my girls safe in one place.” 
 
    My throat closed up, and all I could do was burrow my face in her neck. She scratched her fingers through the hair above my ear, and my foot twitched against the cushion. Tomorrow, I would go see Dad and see what might be repaired, but tonight, I was home with a family that I knew was never going anywhere. 
 
    “Dice is a boy,” Remi yawned. “Well.” She pressed her nose into his curls and sniffed. “Okay. Yeah. He’s cool with that.” 
 
    I laughed. “Can you really smell things like that?” 
 
    “I can smell everything if I try,” Remi said, and then she made a face. “But mostly his diaper. Ugh.” She lifted him off her chest and sat up. “Mom?” 
 
    Rhea literally stopped breathing.  
 
    I froze, wishing I’d listened to my instinct not to intrude.  
 
    Remi swallowed hard, realizing what she’d done. She stared at Dice as he kicked the air, his diaper sagging dangerously low. Getting him to wear one had been a battle with many tiny teeth marks left in everyone involved, so Rahm and Isaak were giving him some time to acclimate before they’d tried wrestling him into clothes.  
 
    The moment stretched into eternity, but it was probably only a second or two before Rhea rose and scooped her grandson out of Remi’s hands. She hustled him off to an appropriate makeshift changing station, and Remi made a big show of gagging and waving her hand in front of her nose. 
 
    “Wow. Yeah. So not ready for that.” She shuddered dramatically. “Can not wait to be back in Paris tomorrow, eating crepes and maybe doing a few murders.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I sat up. “You’re going back tomorrow?” 
 
    Shadows from the television danced across her face. “Yep.” 
 
    I scooted into Rhea’s spot and threw my arms around Remi’s shoulders, pulling her back into the position she’d been in before. She stiffened for a moment, but quickly gave in, just like Diana in the wee hours of this morning. Her hands grasped my arms where they crossed over her chest, and she roughly cleared her throat to hide a whimper. 
 
    “You can change your mind,” I said. “The boys were always prepared to share.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. I have to go. I know I have to do this. For him.” 
 
    “Okay.” I scratched above her ear. “But you’re a very good mom.” 
 
    “Mmm.” She sank deeper into my embrace, her foot tapping the arm of the couch. “I was hoping I could get some of those ear scratches when you got back. You were holding out on me, Song.” 
 
    “You’re making it weird, but under the circumstances, I’m going to let you, just this once,” I said, scratching harder. She swore under her breath. 
 
    “I ought to take you back to Paris with me,” she said. “A queen needs a way to wind down with no risk of pregnancy.” 
 
    “Too weird,” I said, shoving her away. 
 
    Laughing, she smoothed her hair and turned around to face me. “Actually. I’m serious. About Europe. Come with us. You and Braden, since you’re totally expelled. All expenses paid, obviously. It’s the least I can do for you saving my… brothers’ kid.” 
 
    I stared at her. “For real?” 
 
    “For real. I don’t have magic anymore, so I could really use a right-hand witch. And one for Laith, too.” 
 
    “Wait.” I narrowed my eyes. “Are you just hiring us to be bodyguards?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Gotta earn your keep somehow.” 
 
    “Well, I will obviously have to ask Braden if he wants to go, but if not, we’ll make it work long distance because hell yeah, I’m going to Paris.” 
 
    “Yes!” Remi held up both hands for a high five. “We’re going to take over the world.” 
 
    I slapped my hands to her. “We’re going to take over the world.” 
 
    She threw back her head and howled. I did the same.  
 
    Louder and louder and louder until Rhea burst into the room, holding a diaper in one hand and a small squirming cub in the other. “We have a situation.” 
 
    Dice threw back his head and howled. 
 
    Remi swore and scrambled over the coffee table to take him from Rhea. Footsteps thundered down the stairs. Dice’s tail whipped joyfully through the air as Remi buried his nose in his fur and inhaled. Rahm and Isaak exploded into the room, eyes wild. 
 
    “It’s okay!” Remi hugged him to her chest, grinning as he licked her chin. “He’s fine. He can just do that now. He’ll shift when he’s ready.” 
 
    Isaak relaxed and took him from Remi, laughing. “Oh, I do love you both ways.” 
 
    “What the—?” Rahm threw his hands up in the air. “How are we supposed to take him to the Titanic Museum now?” He glared between me and Remi. “You did this. With all that howling. Why were you howling in the house? No more howling in the house!” 
 
    “Because Meena’s coming with me to Paris to take over the world,” Remi said. 
 
    “What?!” Rahm spread his palms. “You can’t leave! I just had a baby! And now you’ve turned him back into a puppy, and I can’t even go to the Titanic Museum while you’re going to Paris!?” 
 
    “Rahm.” Isaak rubbed his back and smiled at me. “You signed up for this, not her. And I think probably his grandparents might watch him while we go on a date.”  
 
    “Yes,” Rhea said. “Probably so.” 
 
    “We’re going to Paris?” Braden’s sleepy voice came from the stairway. He was still fastening his robe, and his hair was sticking up from my hands in it. Just looking at him made me blush. But before I could answer, the front door swung open, and Laith and Diego walked in carrying a big flat box with a crib on the side, followed shortly by Castle and Victoria with a small matching dresser. 
 
    “What’s all this?” Isaak pushed past Rahm, grinning. 
 
    “Impromptu large item baby shower.” Laith stared at Dice. “Do we still need one?” 
 
    “He’s fine!” Remi called over her shoulder, wandering into the dining room. “Hey, is this soup ready yet? Mom? Mom! Is the soup ready?! 
 
    “It’s ready, but don’t you eat it off the ladle!” Rhea threw the useless diaper down and rushed around the corner. “Remi!” 
 
    “Wait, did she just—” Rahm pointed after them. “Did she call her—?” 
 
    “Holy shift,” Laith whispers. “Don’t make a big deal out of it. Nobody make a—” 
 
    “You called her Mom!” Rahm crowed, running after them. “You did it!” 
 
    Laith’s buried his face in his hands. 
 
    I made my way over to Braden at the bottom of the stairs. He yawned and stretched his arm around me. “Are we really going to Paris?” 
 
    “We’ve been invited,” I said. “Are you interested?” 
 
    “I followed you to another universe, Meena. I think I’m following you to Paris.” 
 
    “Then we’re going to Paris.” I hugged him hard around the waist and buried my face in his chest as the cacophony of our family grew and grew. Chairs scooting. Spoons and bowls clinking. Siblings arguing. Parents shushing. A howl morphing back into a cry. The sounds a universe makes when you strike it just right.  
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