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      Yolanda Stratton was the sort of woman who had a lot of anxiety. Mama Moon had seen it over the years, and it only seemed to grow with each passing visit. Those visits had grown fewer of late, which was why Mama Moon was surprised when she walked out of her house to find Yolanda waiting for her on the front lawn.

      “Good morning,” Mama Moon said in a measured tone. She wasn’t a morning person under the best of circumstances. Yolanda’s presence was far from the best of anything.

      “I need a reading,” Yolanda demanded. “Right now.”

      Mama Moon arched an eyebrow. “Make an appointment with my secretary.” Her goal was to get on her motorcycle and head to town for breakfast. Yolanda didn’t frighten her—at least not physically. Mentally, however, Yolanda was becoming terrifying.

      It was something that would have to be dealt with.

      “I need a reading,” Yolanda repeated, her agitation obvious.

      Mama Moon managed to hold back a sigh … but just barely. “Why?”

      “I’ve been having dreams. They’re … unsettling. I need confirmation.”

      One of Mama Moon’s eyes closed in the approximation of a wink, but there was nothing playful about her response. “What sort of dreams?”

      “The bad sort.” Yolanda wrung her hands and walked three steps to the east. Then she immediately turned and walked six steps to the west. Then she turned and paced again.

      “Who are the dreams about?” Mama Moon asked to buy time. She didn’t want to give Yolanda a reading—it wouldn’t end well for either of them—but the small voice whispering in the back of her mind said it wouldn’t end well if she turned Yolanda down.

      “Does it matter?” Frustration ran roughshod over Yolanda’s haggard features. She hadn’t been sleeping well, which Mama Moon knew through prior run-ins with the shifter.

      Mama Moon made up her mind on the spot. “Fine.” She gestured to the front door. If she couldn’t get rid of Yolanda, it was better to just get it out of the way. “Sit at the table. But I’m not dealing a full deck.”

      “I don’t want a reading with the cards.” Yolanda stalked toward the steps. “I want you to use your mind magic. No cards. No crystal ball. Just you and me.”

      “If you wanted a date, Yolanda, all you had to do was ask,” Mama Moon said dryly.

      The look Yolanda shot Mama Moon was withering. “I don’t have time for your nonsense. Just do it.”

      Mama Moon gritted her teeth as she followed Yolanda into the house. Eventually, she planned to turn the space into a store and build a cabin to live in, a place where people wouldn’t be invited. Her life had been in upheaval of late, and she had other things to focus on.

      “Sit down,” Mama Moon ordered as she took her usual chair. The table in the middle of the sunroom was where she did her readings. “Hold out your hands.”

      Yolanda did as instructed. A current passed between them when they touched, like static during a dry winter. The women ignored it. “I want you to focus on my place in the pack. It feels tenuous.”

      “I didn’t realize you were back with the pack.” Mama Moon gripped Yolanda’s hands as tightly as possible, frowning when the level of Yolanda’s anxiety became apparent. “When was the last time you slept?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Yolanda snapped. “Just do what I’m paying you to do. I don’t need your opinion on my life.”

      Mama Moon channeled Spock when arching one eyebrow. “You’re in a mood.”

      “I feel a shift. The winds are whispering. They’re telling me things are about to go bad. I have to get ahead of it.”

      Mama Moon made a mental note to track down Graham Stratton, Yolanda’s husband, later in the day so they could talk about the woman’s sleeping habits. She didn’t like sticking her nose in other people’s business, but Yolanda was struggling. Mama Moon might not have been a fan of the wife, but she liked the husband … and was extremely fond of Yolanda’s son Graham Jr. She saw big things for the boy—as long as his mother didn’t get in the way.

      “The pack appears to be going through a leadership change,” Mama Moon said as she picked through Yolanda’s busy brain patterns. “The conservatives are making a move.”

      “Not conservatives,” Yolanda hissed. “Traditionalists. There’s nothing wrong with tradition.”

      “Did I say there was?” Mama Moon had her opinion about traditionalists. The faction wanting to take over the local shifter pack was militant, though, and nothing she’d seen coming from that group signified good times ahead.

      “Oh, I know you,” Yolanda sneered. “You don’t believe in tradition.”

      “I believe people should be able to do whatever they want as long as it doesn’t hurt anybody else,” Mama Moon replied evenly. “I don’t understand why people get so bothered by what others do. If you’re participating in a cult doing blood sacrifices, that should definitely be stopped. If you want to do your own thing and not follow a bunch of antiquated rules, why does it matter?”

      “Because tradition holds for a reason,” Yolanda spat. “The old ways are the best ways when it comes to the pack.”

      Mama Moon found the response curious. “Is that so?”

      “Yes.”

      “So you believe it’s okay for pack alphas to take multiple wives and breed willy-nilly, do you?”

      “If that’s their wish.”

      “You don’t see a problem with older alphas putting out the wives they’ve spent decades with so they can sex up some young thing?”

      “No.”

      “You don’t see a problem with young pack females being forced to marry old men?”

      “Of course not. Our alphas are our leaders for a reason.”

      “That is so you,” Mama Moon muttered, shaking her head.

      “There’s a faction,” Yolanda insisted. “They want to open our ranks for crossbreeding. I need to know that won’t happen.”

      “Crossbreeding?” Mama Moon asked. “Don’t make it sound like some dystopian experiment run amok. Good grief, if one of the pack wants to marry a witch, why does it matter?”

      “Blood lines must remain pure.”

      “If you say so.” Mama Moon’s forehead creased as the images she saw started to shift. They were accompanied by a white light, telling her she was no longer seeing the present. Now she was delving into the future. “Huh.”

      “What?” Yolanda sounded anxious. “Will we be triumphant?”

      “It looks like Kenny Lockwood is going to leave Beatrice Hamilton at the altar in two weeks and run off with Clarice Givens.”

      Yolanda made an exaggerated face. “Why would I care about that?”

      “They’re pack.”

      “Kenny isn’t an alpha.”

      “Clarice is the daughter of an alpha. She’s also sixteen.”

      Interest finally sparked in Yolanda’s eyes. “If I were to warn her father I would probably get into his good graces. He’s been on the fence about joining our group.”

      Mama Moon wanted to kick herself. While she wasn’t keen on Clarice running off with a guy too old for her and ruining her life, she didn’t like the idea of Yolanda’s faction growing. “I see Graham Jr.,” she offered to change the subject.

      “He’s an alpha, right?” Yolanda looked smug. “He’s going to be the alpha of the pack. I know it.”

      That wasn’t what Mama Moon saw at all. “I’m not sure,” she hedged. “It’s kind of confusing. He becomes a very handsome man, though.”

      “Let me see,” Yolanda ordered.

      “You don’t need to see.”

      Yolanda dug her fingernails into the palms of Mama Moon’s hands. “Let me see.”

      “Oh, good grief.” Mama Moon opened the channel between her and Yolanda and let the other woman see the vision.

      “That’s the pack lands,” Yolanda said, concentrating. “Look how they’ve built up the area. It’s glorious. Those are my people.”

      Mama Moon had news for her. She’d seen a few threads before Yolanda joined the vision. It wasn’t the traditionalists who’d built up the pack lands, it was the opposition. She decided to keep that tidbit to herself.

      “Is that Graham Sr. with him?” Mama Moon asked, smirking when the older Stratton cuffed the back of his son’s head. “Some things never change I see.”

      “I don’t even understand why Graham is there,” Yolanda muttered. “He’s never been pro-pack.” She paused for a beat and then grinned. “I bet he eventually starts seeing things my way and joins the cause. Maybe he becomes pack leader. I mean … before Graham Jr. takes his rightful place as chief.”

      One thing Mama Moon didn’t see—and she didn’t mention—was Yolanda. A commanding blonde appeared. She had a presence, long flaxen hair flowing over her shoulders. She wasn’t dressed like a pack member. She wore jeans and a T-shirt that read “Feminism is my second favorite F-word.” Mama Moon had to hold back a laugh when the woman cuffed both Graham Sr. and Graham Jr.

      “Who is she?” Yolanda demanded. “She’s not pack.”

      That much was obvious. The woman was something else entirely. She was part witch—Mama Moon could easily ascertain that—but she was more. Mama Moon sucked in a breath when the image of Graham Jr. solidified in the vision. He caught the woman by the waist and planted a hearty kiss on her lips.

      “What in the hell?” Yolanda made to stand and then immediately sat back down. “She’s not pack!” she screamed at the vision.

      “I don’t think Graham Jr. cares,” Mama Moon noted, relieved. If this was Graham Jr.’s future, Yolanda’s traditionalist friends were doomed to fail. It was the only thing that made sense.

      “No!” Yolanda scowled as the vision shifted. “What is that? Is that … me?”

      Mama Moon’s heart skipped. The vision now showed the blonde woman, blood streaking her face, standing on a battlefield. There were bodies all around her—some of them shifters—but she’d clearly come out victorious.

      Next to her stood a dark-haired, pale man. Mama Moon was familiar enough with vampires to realize he was part of the fang gang … but different. He stood under the bright sun, clothes tattered, smiling at the blonde.

      “She turned on him,” Yolanda hissed. “She put him under a spell and betrayed him.”

      Graham Jr. popped into view again, favoring his right side, a wild look in his eyes. He stalked to the blonde. His mouth was on hers in an instant, and even though the vampire said something Graham Jr. clearly didn’t like, the swarthy shifter’s only response was to press his hand to the vampire’s face to block him out as he continued kissing the witch. It was a move brothers would use.

      “What is that?” Yolanda screeched. “My people are not victorious.”

      Mama Moon agreed but didn’t want to further upset Yolanda. “Graham Jr. is one of your people. And look, there’s Graham Sr. He’s there for the battle too. Perhaps it’s you who change your mind.”

      The look Yolanda shot Mama Moon suggested she felt that was out of the realm of possibility. “Why am I not in this vision?”

      Before Mama Moon could respond, Graham Jr. detached from the blonde and moved several paces to the south. He crouched and examined one of the bodies. Gently, Graham Jr. closed the dead shifter’s wide and sightless eyes. Only then did Mama Moon recognize the body.

      “That’s me!” Yolanda moved to stand again, but if she broke the connection with Mama Moon she would lose the vision. She growled as she sat again. “I’m going to die? Is that what you’re saying?”

      Mama Moon didn’t like Yolanda’s shrillness. “Remember, the future isn’t set in stone. There are multiple tendrils to follow. Don’t become obsessed with one. It might be the current outcome, but it doesn’t have to be final.”

      “Show me.” Yolanda sounded like a feral beast. “Show me the others.”

      Normally, Mama Moon would consider that a bad idea. But she needed Yolanda to calm down—otherwise there was no telling what the unbalanced woman would do—so she decided to show Yolanda a few of the other tendrils. That turned out to be a mistake, because in each one the blonde was victorious. Not only that, but Graham Jr. was also always at her side. So was the vampire. The visions baffled Mama Moon.

      They enraged Yolanda. “No!” She yanked her hands free from Mama Moon’s grasp after they’d followed a seventh tendril that ended with the same battle and the same victors. “How is this possible? No future is the same on multiple pathways.”

      Mama Moon didn’t disagree. This was a new experience for her. “We didn’t follow every tendril,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “There are hundreds.”

      “And yet the final outcome doesn’t vary!”

      “Yeah, that’s weird.” Mama Moon scratched her cheek. “If I had to guess, I’d say there’s something magical about the three beings coming together. A witch—although she’s more than a witch—mates with a shifter and creates a strong line. The vampire, although not mating with either, is somehow bonded to them both. They become essentially unstoppable.”

      “And they defeat my people.”

      Mama Moon hedged. “I saw plenty of shifters in the background. They looked to have fought with the woman and Graham Jr.”

      “None of them were my people. What happens to my people?”

      Mama Moon had an idea but kept it to herself.

      “This can’t happen.” Yolanda shook her head. “I won’t let it.”

      “Be careful,” Mama Moon warned. “If you try to change the future, it could get worse.”

      “How? That’s the worst thing that could possibly happen.”

      “Your husband and son are alive in that future. They’re thriving. That’s something to strive toward.”

      “That shows what you know.” Yolanda wrinkled her nose. “My people must survive. If they won’t join my people, I don’t care what happens to them.”

      “You don’t mean that.” Mama Moon was aghast. “I know you love your son, even if you and Graham have issues.”

      “I need to get ahead of this.” Yolanda was already lost to the moment as she charged to the door. “I have to ensure this doesn’t happen.”

      “Take a breath,” Mama Moon countered.

      Yolanda ignored her and threw open the door. “I need to think. There has to be a way to change those threads.”

      “Maybe you should sleep on it,” Mama Moon suggested. Sleep couldn’t possibly hurt at this point. “Don’t do anything rash.”

      Yolanda threw cash at Mama Moon. “That concludes our business for today.”

      Mama Moon took the money and stared at Yolanda’s back as the woman disappeared through the door. “This won’t end well.”

      She could have no way of knowing exactly how right she was. She would find out, though, and then she would regret not taking action.
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      “I’m not doing it.”

      Marissa Martin pinned me with her most imperious stare, daring me to argue with her. It was as if she didn’t know me at all. Of course I was going to argue with her. I, Scout Randall, loved little more than a dirty fight … and this fight was going to get dirty.

      “You have to do it,” I countered, using my most reasonable voice. If I started calling her names and demeaning her, she would win. I couldn’t allow that to happen. “I need someone to act as bait.”

      “Well it won’t be me.” Marissa was adamant. She was in her forties—though she told anyone who would listen that she’d just turned thirty—and had become the bane of my existence. That was fairly impressive given the fact that my boyfriend’s mother was trying to kill me, and packs of roaming vampires kept showing up to co-opt my magic.

      “I’ll do it,” my friend Evan offered as he eyed the small clearing with a great deal of distaste. He was a vampire but could walk during the day. That was a gift from me, though I’d yet to figure out how I’d done it. I’d lost him once, to the darkness, without even realizing it. Upon finding he was still out there, losing him a second time was something I couldn’t fathom.

      “No.” I grabbed his arm when he took a step in the direction of the clearing. “Marissa is supposed to do it.”

      Marissa’s eyes narrowed. “Excuse me, but when did you become the boss? Last time I checked, I have more seniority than you.”

      Evan and I burst out laughing.

      “Oh, you’re so cute,” Evan condescended, ruffling Marissa’s hair in a manner I knew would irritate her.

      “Isn’t she?” I was amused despite the fact that I’d been sent into the wild with Marissa—again. When the stakes were low, our boss Rooster often paired us together. I was starting to think it was on purpose. “She should be a sitcom character.”

      “Yes, she’s like the Ross Geller of Hawthorne Hollow,” Evan readily agreed.

      “Listen,” Marissa snapped, “if I’m anybody from Friends, I’m Rachel.”

      “I don’t think that’s quite the compliment you think it is,” Evan countered.

      “Well, she’s certainly not the Rachel.” Marissa jabbed her finger at me.

      “I’m not,” I replied without hesitation. “For one thing, I don’t have her hair. My bedhead is so obnoxious it could be the Janice of Friends. If anybody, I’m Phoebe.”

      Evan gave me an appraising look. “You really are Phoebe.”

      I leaned into him, knocking shoulders like it was old times. In life, he’d been the best friend I could’ve ever wished for. In death, I’d mourned him so hard I thought I’d broken something inside. In his rebirth, we were still finding our way to even footing. We were a work in progress, but things were better than they had been since I’d healed the part of him that had been lost when the vampire was born. Quite frankly, if I wasn’t worried about my boyfriend’s mother shooting me in the back, my life would’ve been perfect. Who saw that coming?

      “I’m not going into that clearing.” Marissa was adamant. “I know darned well what’s in there, and I’m not doing it. I won’t let you embarrass me this time. I’m on to you.”

      I rolled my eyes until they landed on the fourth member of our group. Doc, who only went by a nickname because he thought it was cool, was hanging back by a tree. He was quiet, unassuming, and not field rated. You couldn’t go out on missions with Spells Angels unless you were field rated. Doc didn’t seem all that keen about doing anything but working on his computer. Still, Rooster demanded he get field rated. I was in charge of his training … even if it was a disaster in the making.

      “I think that means you’re up, Doc,” I called out.

      Doc jolted when he realized I was talking to him. It was obvious he thought he could slide under the radar and not get messy. Rooster had been firm when he ordered me to shove Doc into the thick of things this afternoon. Shove being the operative word.

      “Um … okay.” Doc wore khakis and military boots, though he didn’t look comfortable in either. His glasses slipped low on his nose, and he used his index finger to push them up in Clark Kent fashion. “What are we fighting again?” he looked lost.

      “Wood imps,” Evan replied. “They’re six inches tall. You’ll be fine.”

      I noticed he left out the part about the imps having teeth like Megalodons. Okay, maybe they weren’t that big. But on the imps—which sort of looked like deformed frogs running on two legs—they were huge.

      “It’s easy,” I promised as Doc eyed the clearing with the sort of suspicion I reserved for Color Street saleswomen. “All you need to do is stand in the center. When the imps move on you, I’ll set them on fire.”

      Doc didn’t look appeased by the news. “Um … do you really think it’s wise to unleash fire in the middle of the woods? We’ve had a dry summer.”

      “Yes, and a wet fall,” I said. “Also … it’s pretty much winter now. You don’t have to worry about setting the forest on fire.”

      Doc made a face. “Perhaps if somebody else were to do it first, I would be able to witness the event and mimic the outcome.”

      “That’s a lot of words for someone acting as bait,” Evan noted.

      “Right?” I fist-bumped my best friend and grinned when Marissa shot me a dirty look. “You’re not getting out of it either,” I warned her. “In fact, I think you should head into the clearing together. You can serve as backup for each other.”

      If looks could kill, I would be dead. Marissa hated me with the fire of a thousand suns … and three Kardashians who couldn’t find a mirror before a photo op. I was her least favorite person in the world, and that was only partially because she had a thing for my boyfriend. Truth be told, she would’ve hated me whether I fell in love with Gunner Stratton or not. His devotion to me merely added fuel to her ever-burning fire.

      “What did I say?” Marissa hissed. “I won’t be the bait. I know darned well that imps are filthy … and they bite … and they like to collect hair from humans so they can eat it.”

      “They also like to hump your leg … and other parts,” I said. “You have to do it. I need someone to draw the imps to the clearing.” I jabbed a finger at Doc before he could open his mouth. “We’re not burning down the forest, so stop using that as an excuse.”

      “No.” Marissa planted her hands on her hips and shook her head in a way that was supposed to signify she meant business. It reminded me of an angry chicken. “I refuse.”

      “Then I’ll have to tell Rooster you refused, and there’s nothing I loathe more than being a tattletale,” I complained. “Come on. It’s cold, and you’re bugging me. If you just stand in the middle of the clearing, we can zap the imp infestation and get back to town.”

      “How many imps are we talking about?” Doc asked.

      That was a good question. “I have no idea. Just stand there until I’m done flinging fire.”

      Doc blanched, but he squared his shoulders. “This means I’ll be field rated, right?” he asked me as he prepared himself to walk the thirty steps to the clearing. “I won’t have to go on any of these ridiculous missions again once I’m rated, correct?”

      “Yeah, I don’t think that’s the way it works,” Evan replied. “Once you’re field rated, you’ll be expected to be in the field.”

      “I don’t want that.” Doc sounded like a petulant child when he stomped his boot against the hard-packed earth. “Why can’t I just keep doing what I’ve been doing?”

      As far as I could tell, the only thing Doc did with any regularity was search the internet. He didn’t even watch funny cat videos. He looked up educational material. I also had a sneaking suspicion he liked to whack off to Star Wars porn … but I didn’t bring that up now.

      “Dude, I am not the one who makes these decisions,” I reminded him. “I have a job to do. That job is to make sure you do your job.”

      “Why doesn’t he have to do it?” Doc whined, gesturing toward Evan.

      “Because I need someone close when the imps hit the fan and I start making fun of you guys,” I replied. It didn’t even occur to me to lie. “I don’t like Marissa, and you’re simply not funny. That means Evan gets to stay with me by default.”

      “Oh, I knew you loved me,” Evan teased.

      Marissa huffed out a breath. “If something happens, I will file a formal complaint with management, the people above Rooster. You’ve been warned.”

      I had to bite back a smile. Did she think complaining to Human Resources was going to change a single thing I did? “I’ll take it under advisement.” I made shooing motions with my hands to get them moving. “Get out there. It’s going to take the imps a few minutes to get up the guts to attack.”

      “They won’t really hump our legs, will they?” Doc asked Marissa as they dejectedly trudged to their doom.

      “Who knows,” Marissa replied. “I’ve given up trying to figure out when she’s telling the truth.”

      “I don’t think she lies.”

      “Then you haven’t spent enough time around her.”

      I smiled as I watched them go. Marissa wasn’t exaggerating. I wasn’t above telling a lie when it suited me, but I didn’t lie about the big stuff.

      “This is going to get ugly, isn’t it?” Evan asked.

      “I have no idea. I haven’t fought imps in forever. They’re not plentiful in Detroit.”

      “That’s because the rats eat them when they’re bored.”

      “True story.” I tried to contain my excitement as Marissa and Doc got in position. “So, how are things in Hemlock Cove?” The question wasn’t as pointed as it would’ve been weeks before. Upon being cured, Evan had returned to his uncle’s home one town over to hide and lick his wounds. He was still living there, no longer the hermit he’d assumed he would become when he first arrived.

      “It’s fine,” he replied. “Tillie keeps trying to make me wear a cape when I help her torture Margaret Little. Other than that, I’m good.”

      Tillie Winchester had become Evan’s sidekick—or perhaps it was the other way around depending on the day—and she was determined to keep Evan from retreating from society. If that included meticulously planned attacks on her lifelong nemesis Margaret Little, so much the better as far as she was concerned.

      “How are things with you?” Evan asked. His tone was breezy enough, but he wanted a serious answer.

      “You mean ever since I found out Yolanda Stratton tried to kill Gunner when he was a kid because she saw a vision of us winning some battle together? Oh, I’m great.”

      Evan chuckled. “You know it’s not your fault.”

      I did know, but that didn’t change our situation. “She tried to kill him because she saw a vision of us together. I can’t help but feel a little … icky.”

      Evan hiked an eyebrow. “Icky?”

      “That’s what I said.” My eyes narrowed when I caught a hint of movement in the bushes near Marissa and Doc. “They’re on the move,” I called out, shooting them what I hoped would pass for an enthusiastic double thumbs-up. Honestly, I didn’t care about the imps or the safety of my colleagues. I just wanted this done.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      I didn’t look at him. That was something he said all the time when I was struggling with my place in our old world. Is there anything I can do to help? All he could do was be there, so that’s what he did.

      “It’s fine,” I replied, lifting my hand when I saw an imp head poking out from the tall grass. I needed them to move in tandem if I expected to knock them out with one blow. “Yolanda is out there—somewhere.

      “I think she’s in the wilderness amassing her forces,” I continued. “Wixom gave up her life to protect Yolanda. Even Yolanda—nutty as she is—won’t ignore that gift. She wants to take me out. When she has a plan, she’ll attack again.”

      I could feel Evan’s eyes on me. I was good with playing the avoidance game. Well, at least for now.

      “How do you feel about the Wixom thing?” he asked.

      Did he really expect an answer? “I’m fine.” The answer easily slipped off my tongue. It had been my answer whenever the question popped up the past two weeks. And, for the record, the question was asked a lot. Ever since the shifter—her and her stupid Ann Taylor Loft wardrobe—had killed herself to help Yolanda escape, I’d been haunted.

      That wasn’t a word I used often. I didn’t consider myself deep enough to be haunted. There were others who would argue—Gunner and Evan specifically—but I’d been careful to keep my thoughts on the subject from them. I didn’t need to be coddled. I didn’t want it. But that didn’t mean I was over Wixom’s death.

      The fact that she took her own life bothered me. If she’d died in battle, I would’ve tucked my complicated feelings for her away and called it a day, but she killed herself, and I didn’t see it coming. It was the latter admission that bothered me most.

      “Scout, it’s okay if you’re having trouble reconciling what happened,” Evan offered in a soft voice. “Nobody expects you to have a heart of stone.”

      “Marissa?”

      “She doesn’t count.”

      “Me?”

      “You talk big, but I know you don’t mean it.” Evan made a tsking sound with his tongue. “You’re not heartless, Scout. That doesn’t make you weak.”

      I didn’t know how I felt. Everything in my head and heart was tied into intricate knots.

      “I’m fine, Evan,” I assured him. “We came out of that battle on top. That’s all that matters.”

      “Are you trying to convince me or yourself?”

      “I don’t need to convince myself. I’m perfectly fine.”

      “You’re not, but you won’t admit you’re hurting and let me in. You’re too insistent on being the hero to end all heroes.” He leaned close. “It’s okay for a hero to cry.”

      I had no intention of crying. “Hold that thought.” I took three bold steps forward when four imps—one from each direction—launched themselves at Doc and Marissa.

      Marissa saw them first, raising her forearm to protect her face. Doc was a little louder expressing his opinion on the subject. He started screaming like a banshee.

      “We’re all going to die!”

      I caught all four imps with my magic, spun them into a ball of fire, and watched with grim satisfaction as they floated above Doc and Marissa … before exploding above their heads.

      I cringed when I realized imp parts were flying in every direction, including down Marissa’s cleavage and inside Doc’s gaping mouth.

      “That didn’t go the way you thought it would, did it?” Evan asked dryly, my shoulders sinking when Marissa started screeching her disdain for me.

      “I thought they would explode into ash.”

      “That was a bit of a misjudgment.”

      “Totally.”

      “Do you think it’s because your powers are off? Or were you just not paying close enough attention?”

      I shot him a dark look. “What makes you think it wasn’t a simple mistake?”

      “Because I know you. You’re the witch who cured a vampire. You don’t make mistakes like that.”

      I closed my eyes when Marissa started in my direction, a series of curses on her lips. “This won’t end well.”

      “Definitely not.”

      I didn’t mean to start grinning. It simply happened, like a nervous reaction to a tense situation. “We’re clean.”

      Evan bobbed his head. “We have that going for us.”

      “I’m going to kill you!” Marissa screeched. “I’ll see you’re stripped of your position and drummed out of town.”

      Her threats didn’t faze me. “Good luck with that.”

      “You’ll rue the day you ever met me,” Marissa warned.

      I could see that. “Oh, honey, I’m already there.”

      I wasn’t nearly as frightened as she would’ve preferred, but I kept my face impassive. “So … who wants a beer?”

      Evan’s hand shot in the air. “Let’s head back.”

      “This is nowhere near over,” Marissa growled.

      “I look forward to seeing your second act.”

      That was another lie. Her first act was more than enough.
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      Marissa was still spitting mad when we got back to the Rusty Cauldron. Our group had an assigned office, but we never used it. Instead, we took over the Rusty Cauldron, owned by a former Spells Angels soldier. He didn’t seem to care that we weren’t doing much drinking during our meetings.

      “What’s up with her?” Rooster asked from his spot at the bar when Marissa stormed past him without a word and headed for the bathroom.

      “I have no idea,” I lied. “She’s probably getting her period.”

      Gunner, who refused to go by his given name, Graham Jr., smirked. “Weren’t you the one who told me it was misogynistic to make period jokes when a woman is having a bad day?” he challenged before taking a pull on his beer.

      “It’s misogynistic when men do it,” I replied. “When women do it, you’re supposed to laugh and fall under their spell.”

      Gunner bobbed his head and lifted an arm for me to slip under, his lips brushing against my forehead when I leaned against him. “No problems?”

      It wasn’t normal for him to worry when I was out on a simple assignment. Given what had happened with his mother, however, he wasn’t exactly keeping his anxiety in check these days. I couldn’t blame him. Between his worry about his mother and my complicated feelings regarding Wixom, we were quite the pair.

      “It was fine,” I replied as I gazed into his eyes. “You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “Maybe I like worrying about you.” He gave my hair a soft tug to propel me to lift my chin and gave me a welcoming kiss. We’d been all over each other since the incident outside the shifter stronghold. Given the groans and fake vomiting around us, I had to believe we were the only ones enjoying our newfound closeness.

      “I guess I can live with that,” I replied, poking his side. I was smiling when I turned to Rooster. “Honestly, it wasn’t my fault.”

      Rooster belted out a chuckle. “It never is. What wasn’t your fault this time?”

      “I didn’t realize the imps were as plump as they were.” I chose my words carefully. “I should’ve roasted them a bit longer before I exploded them.”

      Rooster’s thumb brushed the side of his nose. “You exploded them?”

      “I figured that would be the fastest way to get rid of them.”

      “Uh-huh. Where were the imps when you exploded them?”

      “They were doing their Anakin Skywalker impressions. You know, they were flying through the air and aiming for the high ground. Then they found themselves roasting in the Hawthorne Hollow equivalent of lava.”

      “I see.” Rooster looked as if he wanted to laugh. He pulled out his wallet and handed a twenty to Whistler.

      “What’s that for?” I demanded.

      Before he could answer or Whistler could claim his money, Tillie Winchester sashayed by behind the bar and grabbed the bill. She shoved it in her bra before I could even fully register her presence.

      “They had a bet about whether or not you would infuriate Marissa,” Tillie explained to my unasked question. Her top was cut a little lower than I remembered. Okay, a lot lower. She either didn’t notice that her cleavage was on display or didn’t care. “Rooster said you were going to play it straight this time since you’re depressed about that shifter killing herself and are too busy feeling sorry for yourself to irritate Marissa.”

      I slid my eyes to Rooster, who was trying to make himself smaller on his stool.

      “I don’t believe that’s exactly how I phrased it,” he offered.

      I didn’t believe him for a second.

      “Whistler here thought you would take things to the extreme and leave Marissa for dead in the woods,” Tillie continued. “He feels you’re like a rubber band that’s about to snap because you’re stretched too thin.”

      I pursed my lips and glanced at Whistler, who was searching for a place to hide.

      “And what about you?” I asked Tillie.

      “I knew you would be fine.” Tillie waved off the question. “I’ve seen you in action. Your head might not be completely in the game, but you’re no idiot.”

      “I’m not,” I agreed. “I’m pretty far from an idiot.”

      As if to prove it, I turned at just the right time to catch the towel that Marissa had emerged from the bathroom long enough to hurl at me. “Thanks,” I called out to her. “This is just what I always wanted.”

      “There are imp guts on it,” she threw back. “I hope you choke on them.”

      Gunner’s eyes were appraising as he looked me up and down. “You don’t have any imp guts on you.”

      “I was the imp killer. She was the bait.”

      His smile was so bright it lit up his entire face. We might’ve both been struggling, but our relationship remained practically perfect. Or as perfect as a relationship could get when evil was constantly stalking.

      “What about you?” Rooster asked Doc. “Did you finally do something to get field rated?”

      “Yes.” Doc was solemn as he regarded our boss. “I fought the imps and didn’t die. I believe that fulfills my obligation to this team.”

      “You fought the imps, and you didn’t die?” Rooster’s amusement was like a warm breeze, although he banked his smile quickly. “Would you agree with that, Scout?”

      “What does it matter what she believes?” Marissa spat. She was half in and half out of the hallway, on the old pay phone.

      “Because she was the trainer on this mission,” Rooster replied. “I’m curious how she feels about your field rating.”

      “Of course you are.” Marissa turned her back to us as she continued talking. “Yes, is this Spells Angels management?”

      I almost choked in an attempt to keep from laughing. “Did she really call the corporate office?”

      “Probably,” Rooster replied. He didn’t look too worried. “She has about as much chance of getting an actual person with authority as I do keeping you under control.”

      I winked.

      “I would like to speak to the manager,” Marissa said in her sweetest voice. “I don’t know,” she replied after a moment. “The manager. Who is the manager?”

      “Ah, a Karen after my own heart.” Gunner mock-clutched at his chest. “Seriously, what does she think she’s going to accomplish by calling management?”

      All I could think about was her threat in the wilderness. “She said she was going to get me fired.”

      “Ah, that’s so Marissa.” Gunner wrapped his arm around my waist and tugged. “Come sit on my lap,” he pleaded.

      “Don’t sit on his lap,” Rooster shot back. “You’re supposed to be working. Nobody is allowed to sit on someone else’s lap at work.”

      “You’re a real killjoy,” Tillie noted. She’d tied a handkerchief over her hair, and her shirt featured a huge black bird crapping on a teeny, little man.

      “Why are you attacking me?” Rooster demanded. “I thought we were friends.”

      “Not as long as you give my girl grief.” Tillie jerked her thumb in my direction. “She’s minding her own business, and you’re being a butthead. Stop it.”

      Rooster muttered under his breath. He never met an opinion he didn’t want to express, so it was interesting watching him kowtow to Tillie. It wasn’t just that she was the matriarch of the strongest witch family in Michigan. And it wasn’t that she was ready to dish out spells to anyone who crossed her. She had a penchant for mean-spirited curses that had laughter lingering for days.

      “I wasn’t giving her grief,” Rooster complained. “She’s supposed to be working. She can sit on Gunner’s lap later.”

      “Maybe she wants to sit on it now,” Tillie argued. “She’s a smart girl. She can multitask. Right?”

      The question was addressed to me. “Um…”

      “Pretend you didn’t hear the question,” Gunner whispered. “She’s old. Maybe she’ll forget she asked it.”

      “And that right there is why you’re on my list,” Tillie said darkly.

      Rather than shrink in fear—which is what any smart man would’ve done—Gunner smiled. “That’s terrible. I’m sure you’re going to have to dole out a curse so I’ll be properly punished. May I suggest something along the line of a pot roast curse? You could curse Scout to smell like pot roast, and I would be forced to deal with that twenty-four-seven. That’s a fair punishment.”

      Tillie rolled her eyes. “No pot roast for you.” She smirked at Gunner’s hangdog expression. “If you’re good, maybe something can be arranged later in the week.”

      Gunner brightened.

      At the back of the bar, Marissa continued with her management search. “I am not being difficult,” she snapped. “I am simply trying to talk to the manager. What do you mean? I don’t know which manager I need, just give me one. Wait … no, I don’t want the manager of ancient prophecies and records. I want someone who can fire someone. No! I don’t want to be fired. Do idiots work there?”

      “Yeah, I’m not worried about that in the least,” Rooster said. “What were we talking about again?”

      “The fact that you think I’m mentally unbalanced,” I replied, refusing to let him off the hook.

      “Oh, geez, that’s not what I think.” Rooster looked so dejected I almost felt sorry for him.

      On the other side of Gunner, Evan hopped up on the open stool. The two most important men in my life nodded at one another, as if carrying out an entire conversation with that single head bob, and then they faced forward.

      “You need to give Scout a break,” Evan admonished as Tillie handed him a beer. We’d discovered that even though he didn’t boast the appetite of a normal human—or ravenous vampire—he did better when eating regularly. As for booze, he could apparently imbibe as much as he wanted. He didn’t often indulge, but I couldn’t blame him for needing to take the edge off after the afternoon we’d shared.

      “Nobody’s giving Scout a hard time,” Rooster shot back.

      “Oh, no?” Evan didn’t back down. “You’re all watching her like she’s a bomb about to go off. She doesn’t need the added pressure. She’s dealing with enough right now … especially when you consider the fact that the woman who should be her mother-in-law one day wants to rip her heart out and feed it to bears.”

      “Thanks for that lovely visual,” I muttered.

      “You need to work on your delivery,” Tillie said. She was tight with Evan. They had a certain rhythm. “Bears are boring. Even that one Mama Moon has at her property is boring. If she’s going to feed it to anyone, it should be Bigfoot or something.”

      “Oh, well, that’s better,” I drawled.

      Gunner smirked.

      “What are you laughing at?” Tillie challenged him. “People are more worried about you than they are about her. It’s just that she can do more damage with an errant sneeze than you can with your shirt off and muscles out. You’re not exactly rolling in mental stability.”

      Gunner’s mouth fell open. “I thought we were on the same side here.”

      Tillie pshawed, complete with hand wave. “That doesn’t mean I won’t call you on your crap. You’re completely buried in mommy issues right now. I trust Scout a heckuva lot more than you in a crisis.”

      I ran my tongue over my lips and darted a look to Gunner. Tillie had just touched on subjects we weren’t keen to discuss. We didn’t even talk about it with each other.

      Marissa continued to rail to whatever poor soul had picked up the phone in Detroit. “I need you to fire Scout Randall. I am not kidding.” She was quiet for several seconds. “Oh, please. No, I don’t think she’s a witchy goddess, and I do not want to know what her butt looks like in her Lucky Brand jeans.”

      Containing my giggle was difficult.

      “Listen,” Rooster prodded. He was serious. I would’ve much preferred he ignore the elephant in the room and keep pretending everything was fine. “We’ve had a few discussions about what’s going on with the two of you.”

      “I think we pretty much gathered that,” Gunner noted as he handed me his beer. I slammed a quarter of it without taking a breath before handing it back. This felt like it was going to be a painful discussion.

      “We’re not trying to pressure you guys,” Rooster said calmly. “You’re going through a lot though, and we want you to know that we’re here to help if you need it.”

      “I’m fine,” I said before Gunner could respond. “I’m not the one dealing with a murderous mother and on the verge of having a nervous breakdown.”

      “Thanks, baby,” Gunner drawled. “I appreciate your concern.”

      He was trying to bait me.

      “You’re both going through traumas,” Rooster argued. “Yolanda’s escape—and the truth about why she did what she did—have left you feeling exposed, Gunner. There’s nothing wrong with that. We’re just trying to make sure you’re aware that we’re here for you.”

      Gunner looked taken aback by Rooster’s vehemence. “I—” The phone in his pocket rang. I could tell by the expression on his face that he was relieved. He didn’t know how to respond to Rooster’s helping hand. It was easier to bury his feelings until he exploded. I understood. I felt the same way.

      “I have to take this.” Gunner shot Rooster a rueful smile. “Thanks for the pep talk.” He didn’t wait for a response, hitting the button to accept the call and pressing the phone to his ear. “Hey, Dad,” he said with more enthusiasm than I expected for a conversation with his father. “What’s up?”

      While waiting to see what sort of horror Graham was going to drop on us—the man only called when something bad happened—I eyed Rooster speculatively.

      “I’m not going to apologize,” he said after several seconds. “I’m worried about both of you. You’re dealing with a lot.”

      “Actually, I’m not,” I countered. “It’s not my mother trying to kill us. I’ll take the blame for the vampires and Emma, but Yolanda means nothing to me.”

      “And Wixom?” Rooster challenged. “Don’t bother pretending you’re not still freaked out by how that played out. You thought you were gearing up for a fight before she killed herself right in front of you. You’re still shaken.”

      I could’ve argued with him—part of me wanted to—but there was no point. I wasn’t nearly as good a liar as I wanted to pretend. “We’re working through things,” I conceded. “You don’t have to worry about us. We won’t fall apart.”

      “I didn’t say you would.”

      I turned to Gunner as he ended the call. “What horrible thing is happening now?”

      Gunner sighed. “There’s a body in one of the hunting lodges by the Cedar River. Something is off about the scene, but he wouldn’t give details over the phone. He wants us out there.”

      “Can we get fried chicken to eat in bed on our way home?”

      Gunner grinned. “That’s exactly what I had in mind.”

      I moved away from the bar. “We’re done here?” I asked Rooster before heading to the door.

      “We’re done,” he confirmed. “Don’t get the chicken, though. We’re getting a food delivery in two hours. You won’t want to miss it.”

      That was odd, but food was food. “Great. Good talk.” I smiled at him before waving at Marissa. “Tell whatever manager you get on the phone that I said hi.”

      “This isn’t over,” Marissa barked at my back.
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      Gunner was more familiar with the area—I could get around, but the intricacies of Hawthorne Hollow remained a mystery—so he took the lead. He seemed to know exactly where he was going. We were deep in the woods when we found his father’s sheriff’s department vehicle. He parked behind the truck before removing his helmet.

      “Shifters,” he said as his nose wrinkled.

      “How many?” I glanced around, preparing for potential battle. The cabin—if it could even be called that with its sagging roof and collapsed porch—looked desolate. There was nobody outside.

      “Let’s check in with Dad.” Gunner was grim. When I’d first met him, his relationship with his father could only be described as surly. Things had gotten better between them, but ever since his mother returned, a new closeness had bloomed between them. I wasn’t unhappy to see it.

      Graham was near the door when we stepped inside. He was a big man, broad shoulders and a tall frame offsetting a handsome face. He had a bit more spread around his middle, but he was attractive to the point I was determined to find a date for him … once all this mess with his ex-wife was cleaned up.

      “Thanks for coming,” he said as he glanced between us. He looked tired. “I’m sorry to have to call you out here.”

      “It’s fine.” I glanced around the cabin. It was basically one room, with a small bathroom near the back of the structure. “Where is the body?”

      “Around back. I haven’t called in the crime scene techs yet.”

      That was interesting. Graham wasn’t known for dilly-dallying. “I take it you wanted us to see it first.”

      “I have … concerns,” Graham confirmed.

      “Gunner says this place smells of shifters.”

      “It does indeed.” Graham managed a smile for my benefit. Right from the start, he’d been nothing but warm and accepting to me. He wasn’t like some of the other shifters I’d met, the ones who thought it was an abomination for Gunner to fall in love with someone who didn’t share the same blood. He’d been amused by our banter at the start, and then somehow touched by our love later. He’d slipped in to act as a surrogate father for me relatively quickly … although that was a development I didn’t want to think too much about. In that scenario, Gunner would be considered my brother.

      “Show us the body,” Gunner prodded.

      Graham clapped a hand on his son’s shoulder as we headed out the front door. They weren’t demonstrative with their affection—no heartfelt hugs were exchanged by these alphas—but the hand to the shoulder was essentially a declaration of love. It made me smile as I followed them. The sight of the body on the ground behind the cabin wiped that smile away in an instant.

      “He was stabbed,” I noted as I moved closer to the body. It was definitely a male—he had that whole Duck Dynasty beard thing going—and his skin was gray, indicating he’d been dead for more than a few days. “Who is he?”

      “Walter Tooms,” Graham replied. “A seventy-year-old loner who rarely went into town.”

      “And this is his place?” I glanced back at the cabin.

      “I guess.” There was doubt etched on Graham’s face. “I’m not certain. I’ll have to pull the deed.”

      I shot a questioning look to Gunner.

      “These were hunting cabins,” Gunner explained. “They didn’t belong to anybody but the town. During hunting season, people reserved them for a day or two, but they eventually fell into disuse.”

      “The town didn’t have the funds to keep them up,” Graham supplied. “For ten years after that, the locals pitched in and patched roof leaks and did the bathroom work that needed to be done. It was a cooperative effort.”

      “Obviously, that stopped,” I muttered, taking in the rotting window frame.

      “They’ve been abandoned for the last fifteen years.” Graham dragged a hand through his disheveled hair. “Some of the local kids would occasionally find their way out here to party, but when one broke an ankle when he fell through the floor, Mama Moon started a rumor they were haunted. It was enough to keep the kids away—except for the hardcore pot smokers. They weren’t doing much but staring at walls, so we didn’t make a fuss about it.”

      “So you think Walter moved in without telling anybody,” I surmised.

      “That would be my guess,” Graham agreed. “I haven’t seen him in months. I was just trying to figure out the last time I’d seen him when you arrived.”

      “It’s been at least six months for me,” Gunner said. “The last time I saw him, he was at Brandon’s lumberyard looking for scraps. Brandon felt sorry for him and gave him lumber that could’ve been sold.”

      Brandon Masters was Gunner’s best friend. He was a soft touch, so I wasn’t surprised to learn that he’d donated supplies to an aging man who was struggling.

      “Do we think he was using the wood to fix up this place?” I glanced back at the cabin. Nothing about it looked new.

      “I have no idea,” Graham replied. “There were some personal items inside: clothing, a few toiletries. I don’t think Walter had a lot to carry, so it’s possible he was hopping between here and the other cabins. That’s on my list of things to check.”

      “Where was he living before?”

      Gunner and Graham exchanged looks, their hands coming up at the same time as their shoulders.

      “Wow.” I shook my head, even though part of me wanted to laugh. “Way to stay on top of things, guys.”

      “He was a loner,” Graham argued.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I dropped to my knees next to Walter and pressed my fingers to his skin. His body was starting to go soft. “You’d better get the medical examiner here. This body is about to do one of those explosion things.”

      “I don’t get why the animals haven’t come for him,” Gunner mused, his eyes on the trees. The cabin was surrounded by wilderness. “He could’ve been here for years without anybody realizing he was gone or stumbling upon him.”

      That brought up an interesting question. “How did you know to come out here, Graham?”

      “We got an anonymous call about a body,” Graham replied. “The voice was young. We traced it to Kevin Healy, but he doesn’t know it yet.”

      “Who is Kevin Healy?” I asked.

      “Michael Healy’s son,” Gunner replied. “He’s sixteen … and quite the burnout. I’m pretty sure he was out here smoking pot. Michael owns the gas station. He’s a good guy. He knows Kevin smokes pot but doesn’t do much about it.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t worry too much,” I replied. “A little pot won’t hurt him. It’s better than him coming out here to drink and then driving home.”

      “I don’t disagree,” Gunner said. “The kid isn’t motivated enough to be dangerous to anybody, including himself. It’s just like Kevin to think we can’t trace the call.”

      “I’m torn,” Graham admitted. “Part of me wants to question him—if he’s been hanging out at these cabins, he might have seen Walter around a time or two—but it feels like I’m punishing him for doing the right thing.”

      “I doubt Kevin has anything to do with what happened to Walter,” Gunner added. “You’ll just traumatize him.”

      “I’m sure he’s already traumatized,” I replied. My eyes were back on the tree line. “Someone had to know he was out here. That someone had to have a grudge against him, because there’s no way anybody thought he had anything worth stealing. The obvious answer is shifters.” I straightened and wiped my hands on my jeans before starting toward the trees. “Gunner smelled them the second he pulled off his helmet.”

      “Actually, I smelled them before I took off the helmet,” Gunner countered. “I could scent them when we were coming down the drive.”

      “Which either means there were a lot of them, or they’ve been hanging out in this area regularly.”

      Graham and Gunner exchanged weighted looks, but neither of them responded.

      “Oh, don’t do that,” I chided, wagging a finger. “Share with the class. We’re all on the same team here.”

      When Graham responded, it was measured. “For some time—including before you joined the team—Gunner and I have been tossing around an idea.”

      “You’re talking about the dark ages before I joined your lives?” I teased.

      Graham smirked. “I am indeed. We’ve been wondering what’s been happening to the shifters who have been systematically banished from the pack. Monty has been pretty good about trying to root out the traditionalists. He doesn’t banish them until they make an overt move. Once that happens, he has a zero-tolerance punishment system.”

      “That’s Dad’s long-winded way of saying the shifters are bounced from the pack, making them rogue agents,” Gunner said.

      “Did you just say I was long-winded?” Graham demanded. “I am not long-winded. My wind is perfectly normal.”

      “Yeah, right.” Gunner snorted.

      Under different circumstances, I might’ve put an end to it. But Gunner needed some levity, and his father provided that. So did I … though I wasn’t feeling all that funny these days.

      “This from the boy who once took ten minutes to tell me a story that involved him dropping a package of M&Ms on his way home from school. There was no hook, and no big finale. You just dropped the M&Ms and then whined about it for five days.”

      I left them to snipe at each other and moved to the trees, ducking my head to avoid a low-hanging bough. The ground was softer here, and it took me only a few minutes to find what I was looking for. Shifter prints surrounded the cabin. Someone had spent time in the trees watching Walter.

      “If the rogue shifters are joining forces, wouldn’t we know about it?” I asked upon emerging from the trees. I was just in time to see Graham cuff his son. “If things are about to get bloody between you two, I’ll leave you to scuffle and solve this one on my own,” I warned. “Nobody has time for nonsense.”

      Graham’s smile was sheepish. “Sorry. He just brings out the worst in me sometimes.”

      And the best, I thought. Graham did whatever it took to protect his son. He wasn’t always easy to get along with, but when getting down to the nitty-gritty, Graham was a martyr for the cause. The cause just happened to be keeping his son safe. Gunner and I had talked about children—in a very distant and vague future—and Graham would be the best grandfather when that day finally came.

      “Just stop being morons,” I groused. “There are prints all through the trees. They were watching Walter. Why would they do that?”

      “I have no idea,” Graham said. “Walter couldn’t have offered them anything.”

      “And yet he’s dead.” I gestured to the body. “He was stabbed.”

      “And the knife was removed,” Gunner added. “That seems to indicate they didn’t want to leave it behind because they thought they might be identified through it.”

      Graham looked impressed. “You’d make a good cop, son.”

      “I thought we weren’t going to fight,” Gunner complained, shooting his father a friendly wink when he thought I wasn’t looking.

      I ignored them and moved to the far side of the cabin. It gave me a claustrophobic feeling because the cabin had no windows on this side. When I stepped back far enough to get a full look at the back wall, my heart skipped about ten beats as I took in the symbol burned into the wood.

      “Have you been back here?” I called out.

      “What?” Graham appeared at the corner of the cabin. “No. Why?”

      I pointed to the symbol.

      Graham stood next to me, his jaw turning to granite as he registered what he saw. We were all familiar with the symbol now. It had been burned into zombies as they crawled out of their graves to attack us several weeks ago. It had also been branded into Yolanda Stratton in the weeks before she lost her mind. I’d yet to figure out what the symbol meant, but it was definitely a calling card.

      “Well, great,” Graham muttered.

      “You don’t think she did it?” Gunner demanded. He’d joined us without me realizing it.

      I didn’t have to ask who she was. She was his mother … and she was going to put so many holes in Gunner’s heart before this was finished, I feared I wouldn’t be able to mend them all.

      “We don’t know it’s her,” I cautioned. “There are a lot of acolytes out there. They could’ve done this—maybe under her orders.”

      “I can see her ordering the killing of someone to distract us,” Graham noted.

      “What is she trying to distract us from?” I asked.

      “That I can’t answer.” Graham swallowed hard. “I really want to be able to wish I’d never married her, but I can’t quite pull it off.”

      I knew why: Gunner. If Graham hadn’t married Yolanda, he wouldn’t have Gunner. Despite how father and son interacted, there was genuine love there. They were awkward and obnoxious around one another, but that was simply how they operated. Their bond was strong. Yolanda’s place in their life was also strong.

      “There’s no going back,” I said. “If she’s not here now, she’ll be back soon. She’s nowhere near done with us. We need to move forward.”

      “What should we do?” Gunner asked. He looked as lost—and as angry—as his father.

      “We need to figure out why they picked Walter,” I replied. It was the only response that made sense. “I don’t think it was a coincidence. I’m guessing there’s something in Walter’s past that drew them to him.”

      “And then what?” Graham asked.

      “I don’t know.” I glanced at the symbol again. “I wouldn’t mind touching base with the Winchesters. They’ve been active in this area for decades. Maybe they know something about the shifters and their activities we don’t.”

      “The Winchesters are in Hemlock Cove,” Graham pointed out. “No shifter in his right mind—rogue or pack—would cross their boundaries. They know Tillie would fry them. She might be old, but she’s still strong.”

      “And vindictive,” I agreed. “We need to start with Walter.”

      “I’ll call the medical examiner,” Graham said. “I’m assuming you’re heading back to the Rusty Cauldron. I’ll meet you there when I’m done here, and we can put our heads together.”

      I nodded. “We’ll wait until the medical examiner is close before leaving. You shouldn’t be out here alone.”

      “I was alone before you arrived,” Graham pointed out.

      “Yes, but better safe than sorry.”

      “Since when is that your motto?”

      It was never my motto. I was a live-by-the-seat-of-her-pants girl. Things felt somehow different now. “We’re doing it my way. If you don’t like it … well … you’ll survive.”

      Graham made a face. “You’re a bossy thing, aren’t you?”

      Oh, he had no idea. He would find out, though. They all would.
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      There were several vehicles in front of the Rusty Cauldron. Given the time of day, I was surprised.

      “The Winchesters are here,” I said as I pulled my helmet off and hung it on my handlebars.

      Gunner, who seemed lost in thought, dragged his eyes to the vehicles. “I wonder what they’re doing here.”

      “Maybe they’re here to collect Tillie. She’s been spending a lot of time with Whistler.”

      “Yeah, that’s weird.” Gunner wrinkled his nose. “I don’t even know what to think about that whole thing.”

      “It’s nice.” I meant it. “They’re cute together.”

      “She could turn him into a toad if she gets angry enough.”

      “She’s mostly talk.” Even as I said it, I glanced over my shoulder to make sure she hadn’t snuck up on us. “But I wouldn’t get on her bad side.”

      “She’s mostly talk with her family,” Gunner corrected. “She follows through more often than not. It’s just that her curses are more funny than terrible.”

      “I still think they’re cute. They seem to enjoy each other a great deal.”

      “I heard Rooster talking the other day.” Gunner extended his hand to me so we could walk in together. “He said Whistler is attaching a new sidecar to his motorcycle for Tillie.”

      I grinned. “That’s kind of cute.”

      “It’s terrifying. You know darned well they’ll be riding into battle together, and she’ll be flinging magic from that thing.”

      Given what we would be facing in the coming weeks and months, I was grateful for the help. Food had been spread on several tables, which solved the earlier tease from Rooster. In addition to Tillie, her great-nieces Bay and Thistle were present. They were giving her a hard time—Thistle was especially good at it—and Tillie was already issuing threats.

      “You’re on my list,” she warned.

      Landon Michaels, Bay’s husband and an FBI agent, sat at the bar with Rooster. They had their heads bent together, talking. Marcus, Thistle’s boyfriend, was looking at something Doc was showing him on his computer. He feigned interest, but I could tell he was bored. Marcus was too nice to ever admit that.

      “Our prodigal investigators return,” Rooster noted when he saw us. “Who died?”

      “Walter Tooms,” Gunner replied. “He was stabbed in the chest at one of the old hunting cabins. It looked as if he’d been living there.”

      “Walter?” Rooster’s forehead wrinkled. “I kind of forgot he was in the area.”

      “Well, he’s dead now,” I said as I joined Bay and Thistle to see what food they’d brought. It was a huge spread—we’re talking roast beef, mashed potatoes, corn on the cob, and some very decadent-looking chocolate cake. I couldn’t help being confused. “Since when are you guys feeding us?”

      “Since our mothers decided that we owe you for taking Aunt Tillie off our hands so many times the past few weeks,” Bay replied. “They’re in heaven, and when they’re happy, everybody has happy stomachs.”

      “Whistler should be the one getting the food,” I noted. “He’s been keeping Tillie busy.” It was only after I’d said it that I realized the statement could be taken multiple ways. “Or … something less dirty.”

      Thistle snorted. Her hair was a weird reddish brown today, like the leaves that had fallen the past two weeks. Snow would be arriving any day now, and I wasn’t looking forward to it. Gunner had already warned me that the motorcycles would have to be stored for the winter. That was like a punch to the stomach, because my bike felt like an extension of me at times.

      “Oh, they’re definitely doing dirty stuff,” Thistle said. “Aunt Tillie has been watching yoga videos to limber up. We’re all horrified.”

      “You just moved up to the top of my list, Mouth,” Tillie warned from behind the bar. She was still dressed in her hilarious outfit.

      “What happened to Walter?” Rooster asked. “Do we know why someone would want to kill him? It’s not like he had money or anything.”

      “We’re not sure,” Gunner replied. He shrugged out of his coat and hung it on the rack. “He’s been dead for days.”

      “Who reported him dead?” Landon asked. His hair was long for an FBI agent. It brushed against his shoulders. Bay had told me they’d met when he was undercover in a biker gang, which always struck me funny. Landon might’ve looked like a dangerous fallen angel, but he was hokey and a bit of a dork. The way he looked at Bay, as if she were the only woman in the world, made me adore him. He was loyal to a fault, and I had no doubt he and Bay were built to last.

      “A local teenager,” Gunner replied. “Kevin Healy. His father owns the gas station.”

      “Probably out there smoking pot,” Rooster said.

      “That would be my guess,” Gunner agreed. He was more interested in the food than the drinks, and his gaze was imploring when it landed on Bay. “Can we eat?”

      Bay smirked. “Knock yourself out.”

      Gunner was a gentleman, but when it came to food—especially food prepared by the Winchesters—he wasn’t about to turn gallant and let me go first. He grabbed a plate, and immediately dug in.

      “There’s more,” I said to Rooster. I was as hungry as my boyfriend, but I wanted to get all the salient details out of the way before I started filling up on carbs and cake. “The second we parked in front of the cabin, Gunner smelled shifters. I found prints in the woods. They’d been watching Walter.

      “On top of that, on the back wall of the cabin, the symbol from the zombies had been burned into the wood,” I continued. “It was huge … and it felt like a warning.”

      “Well, that answers that.” Rooster looked less than thrilled with the news. “Do we think it was Yolanda?” He shot an apologetic look to Gunner.

      “Why are you looking at me?” Gunner asked around a mouthful of mashed potatoes. “That woman is nothing to me.”

      That wasn’t true, even though she’d tried to kill him and was still out for revenge. Feelings between children and parents—even when estrangement was part of the equation—were always complicated.

      “Sorry.” Rooster held up his hands. “Never mind.”

      “I don’t think it was Yolanda,” I volunteered. “I don’t think she’s in Hawthorne Hollow, but that doesn’t mean she won’t be back.”

      “So, what’s your idea?” Landon asked. He kept eyeing the food, telling me he was about to pull a Gunner. He likely wanted to wait for the rest of us to fill our plates, but his chivalry would only extend so far. He was a glutton, as Bay so often pointed out. “Screw it.” He hopped off his stool. “I don’t know what’s up with the rest of you standing there like idiots, but that’s warm roast beef and mashed potatoes. I’m eating.”

      I exchanged a smirk with Bay before sobering. “I’m not sure what’s going on. I assume Yolanda used Wixom as cover. She always planned to flee. Wixom broke her out of the hospital, but she was expendable. Until Yolanda has her feet on solid ground and her team in place, she’s elsewhere.”

      “How far away?” Thistle asked.

      “I don’t know. She’s not here now, and that’s the most important thing. If I were her, I would’ve fled to the Upper Peninsula the second I got out of town. There’s a lot of room for a pack to roam up there. They could’ve gotten an isolated house and started plotting without risking us stumbling across them.”

      “Obviously, some of them are back,” Landon pressed. He had gravy on his cheek.

      “It’s more likely none of them ever left,” Bay replied. “It would be stupid to not cover their retreat. I bet there’s a group of shifters in the woods. They’ve been tasked with keeping an eye on us until Yolanda is ready to make another move.”

      “She’s been in the hospital a long time,” I said. “She probably wants to enjoy her freedom for a bit before taking us down.”

      “It’s not just us she wants to take down,” Gunner noted. He’d already mowed through half his food without slowing down. “She’ll go after the pack. In her mind, they’re turning against their own kind.”

      “And this is all because she doesn’t believe that shifters should marry people who aren’t shifters?” Landon asked.

      “It’s more insidious than that,” Gunner replied. He paused to take a breath. “She doesn’t believe that mixed-race children should be allowed. If Scout and I were to have a child—and goddess have mercy on us if we become parents, because we’re not ready—she would kill that child because it wouldn’t be pureblood.”

      “Does she hold that opinion for others?” Thistle asked. “Like … would she want to kill any child Marcus and I have because it would be half witch and half human?”

      “It applies only to shifters,” Gunner replied. “I remember her ranting when I was a kid. She said that diversity should come from the different shifter races. She was fine with bear shifters as long as they didn’t mate with wolf shifters.”

      “There are a lot of different types of shifters,” Rooster said. “There are even kangaroo and shark shifters, something I always found funny. Yolanda thinks all shifters are created equal … as long as they don’t mix. She wants all of them to set up their own fiefdoms and remain separate.”

      “What about everybody else?” Thistle asked. “What does she think should happen to all the humans in this new world order?”

      “Slave labor or death,” Gunner replied grimly.

      “She sounds like an absolute delight,” Landon said. “I’m sorry you had to grow up with her, man. Nobody should have to live with that sort of mental abuse.”

      “I survived.” Gunner gave a wan smile. He’d barely survived. We learned not long before Yolanda made her escape that his mother had tried to burn him alive rather than risk him ending up with me. She’d seen a vision of Gunner’s future, and because it didn’t align with her own, she’d gone on a rampage. We were still feeling the reverberations from the first attack, and here she was preparing herself to launch a second attack. It was almost too much to bear.

      “She’s still a crap mother,” Thistle said. “If you want to borrow one of our mothers to get your fill of being doted on, you’re more than welcome. May I suggest my mother? She’s convinced Marcus and I are going to get married in the next six months and is already planning for a date that hasn’t been set. I’d love it if she focused on you for a while.”

      Gunner managed a laugh. “I might take you up on that. She helped cook this food, right? I could deal with excessive wedding talk if I was fed this way a few times a week.”

      There was an insult buried in there. “You introduced me to gas station chicken,” I reminded him. “You can’t complain now that it’s become an obsession.”

      “Touché.” He winked at me and then went right back to his food.

      “You should get something to eat,” Bay said. “You look tired.”

      Ah, good, another insult. “I’m fine.” That had become my mantra. I didn’t want to complain—it made me feel weak—so I just kept saying everything was fine. Eventually, maybe I would will the “fine” into reality.

      “You’re not fine.” Bay was bossy. She claimed her mother and Tillie were bossy, but she was just like them. “You’re dealing with a lot. Speaking of that, how are Ezekiel and Emma?”

      My lips inadvertently tipped down. My grandfather, Ezekiel, and my sister, Emma, were a whole other problem. They’d been holed up in a cabin—one I could get to by shifting into another plane of existence on a whim—and I hadn’t been to visit more than once since the Wixom incident.

      “They’re fine,” I replied automatically. “At least … I guess they’re fine.”

      “They’re fine,” Rooster confirmed. “I was out there this morning dropping off food. Ezekiel seems to be working on Emma’s temper, offering coping mechanisms and such, but I have no doubt she’s going to melt down soon if we keep her in that cabin much longer.”

      “And if we let her go?” I demanded. “I’m pretty sure she’ll join with Yolanda out of spite, and because she’s magical, we’ll have an even bigger problem on our hands.”

      Rooster arched an eyebrow. “I wasn’t suggesting letting her go. I was just … you know what?” He changed course quickly. “You’re dealing with enough. We don’t have to add Emma to the mix. Ezekiel seems to have things under control at the cabin. Let’s just leave it be for now.”

      He sounded as if he was doing me a favor. “Let’s talk about Yolanda,” I said. “She’s going to be a problem—and likely sooner rather than later—so we should have a plan in place for when she makes her move.”

      “Except we don’t know what her move is,” Bay pointed out. “All we know is she wants to win. So far, she’s taken her lumps and thrown a few curveballs in our direction. Who knew we were going to have to deal with zombies?”

      Tillie’s hand shot in the air. “I did. Why do you think I made you run zombie drills as kids?”

      “You ran zombie drills?” Gunner’s amusement was a welcome sight as I grabbed a plate and started filling it. “What were those like?”

      “She would take us to the middle of the woods, tell us zombies were chasing us, and then leave us to find our way home,” Thistle replied.

      “You act like that was torture,” Tillie said. “You obviously survived … and you’re good enough I might actually allow you to be on my team if a true zombie apocalypse hits.”

      Thistle glared at her. “Did I mention I was six at the time?”

      Gunner’s mouth dropped open. “You left a child alone in the woods?”

      “Bay and Clove were with her,” Tillie replied. She was suddenly interested in her own cleavage, as if noticing it for the first time. “They escaped unscathed.”

      “She cast a spell, so we thought zombies were really chasing us,” Thistle added.

      “It could’ve been worse,” Tillie growled. “I could’ve conjured real zombies.”

      Gunner shook his head. “And I thought my mother was rough.”

      “Your mother was her own brand of horror,” Tillie countered. “I agree with Scout. She’s not here. She’s not far—like in another state or anything—but she’s not here. She’s going to take her time and put a team together before attacking. She won’t move until she’s certain she has the right team. If she does show her face here, it will only be to pop in and then pop right back out so as not to put herself at risk.”

      “I hate to admit it—mostly because I want to believe the hype that she’s crazy and her own worst enemy—but I agree with Tillie,” Rooster said. “When she comes, it’ll be part of a well-orchestrated plan. We need to ascertain if what happened to Walter is part of her plan.”

      I thought about what Graham had said at the cabin. “It’s possible there’s a contingent of shunned shifters out there working alone. They might not be working with Yolanda at all.”

      “Not yet,” Tillie countered. “Even if they’re not together now, they will be before it’s all said and done. They’ll need each other.”

      “We need to determine if Walter had ties to them. Other than that, I’m not sure what we can do.”

      “Whatever it is, we’ll do it as a team,” Bay promised.

      “This isn’t your fight.” I didn’t want the Winchesters getting hurt in a battle they had no part in.

      “Oh, we’re a team,” Bay replied. “We’re going to fight as a team. No matter what.”

      “She’s right,” Landon said. “We’re in this together.”

      I was surprisingly relieved. Under different circumstances, I would’ve tried to push them out in an effort to save them. But I had a feeling we would need them. “Well, then we need to brainstorm. I guarantee, whatever we come up with, Yolanda will be ahead of us. She’s been plotting for twenty years. We’ve got to be smarter than we’ve ever been … or we will surely lose.”

      “That’s not going to happen.” Tillie sounded sure of herself. “I don’t lose, and neither do the people I choose to partner with. We’ve got this.”

      “We do,” Bay reassured me in a low voice.

      “Now, speaking of getting things done.” Tillie drew everybody’s attention. “I dropped some mashed potatoes down my bra and need someone to get them. Who wants to volunteer?”

      It took everything I had not to burst out laughing when every man in the bar—except for Whistler—became fixated on his dinner.

      “She’s good in a fight,” Thistle said to me. “Ignore the mashed potatoes and remember that she can conjure a tornado.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Five

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A night with the Winchesters was just what the doctor ordered. Bay sent us home with cake, pie, and leftover roast beef, which had Gunner singing as we entered our cabin.

      Before coming to Hawthorne Hollow, the idea of owning my own home had been foreign. I’d been floating after the loss of Evan, considered a wild card by co-workers who rarely wanted to partner with me, and generally acting like a complete and total moron. When word came that they needed people in northern Lower Michigan—a part of the state known more for illegal liquor stills than action—I’d jumped at the chance for a vacation. That’s how I viewed it at the time. Now I knew it had been fate extending a helping hand. I was home in Hawthorne Hollow.

      Part of it was Gunner, something that wasn’t so hard to understand as he sang to our cat Merlin and prepared a bowl of food—including some fresh roast beef—for the finicky feline. I’d adopted Merlin on a whim. Now he was as much a part of my home as Gunner.

      The cabin Rooster had assigned me when I first arrived? We’d purchased it from him and were outlining a number of updates, and Gunner was in the process of selling his home.

      I was growing roots, something I never thought possible. The realization didn’t fill me with dread as it would have a year ago. I was happy here.

      If only his mother wasn’t hellbent on ruining our lives.

      “What’s with the face?” Gunner asked when he’d finished putting the leftovers in the refrigerator. “I was counting on romance. That mean face doesn’t suggest romance.”

      “I’m not feeling mean.” I leaned into him. “I was just … thinking.”

      “About what?”

      “About us—and this place.”

      “And that made you look mean? I don’t know how to take that, baby.” He tapped my chin to get me to look up and then covered my mouth with his. “I ate too much, so you have to be nice if you don’t want me to puke on you,” he offered when pulling away. “Just a heads-up.”

      “And people say romance is dead.” I melted against him, closing my eyes. After a minute or so, I realized he was swaying with me in his arms. We were essentially dancing without music.

      “What are you thinking?” he whispered in my ear.

      I was thinking that I didn’t want to kill his mother because then he would always associate me with the death of the woman who had given him life. Even though he realized she was dangerous, and he had no love for her, she was still his mother.

      “I was thinking that a year ago I was living in Detroit, alone, and purposely risking my life on the most ridiculous assignments because I was bored and didn’t know what else to do,” I replied.

      He stroked my hair. “You’re saying I made your life better and I’m the most important person in your world.”

      I didn’t want to laugh—it would only encourage him—but I couldn’t stop myself. “That’s not what I was saying, but that doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

      “What were you saying?”

      “It hit me tonight when we were in the Cauldron. I have a family for the first time in my life. A real family.”

      “I didn’t know you thought of Marissa as a sister.”

      “Marissa is the drunken aunt who secretly watches those pimple popping videos that show up randomly on social media,” I countered.

      “In other words, she’s not close family.”

      “Exactly.”

      He chuckled as we continued our dance. “Are you considering your actual family in this family?”

      “I guess.” I wasn’t thrilled at the prospect. “They’re the cousins who still pick their noses and eat the boogers as adults. They always stare at it before they eat it.”

      “Oh, those cousins. Blech.”

      I was content to keep swaying in his arms. “I don’t want to lose what we have.” I didn’t realize I was going to say it until it was already escaping my mouth.

      “We won’t.” His voice was soft. “I know it’s different for me because I had my father and the others before you came into our lives, but I didn’t feel as if my life was working out until you came strutting through the door of the Cauldron and told me to get over myself with that sassy mouth.”

      “I don’t remember it that way,” I hedged.

      “You walked in, and my life changed in an instant.”

      “For the better, I hope.”

      “My life has never been better.”

      “Even though your mother wants to kill us?”

      “Nothing is ever perfect.” He gave me a squeeze as he kissed the crown of my head. “Come on. I was serious about that romance. Being melancholy in the kitchen won’t set the right tone for this evening. We should put my food bliss to work in the bedroom. We’ll both benefit that way.”

      He didn’t have to talk me into romance—I was almost always up for that—and I was grateful that he’d given me an out. If I gave voice to my true fears, he would do his best to dissuade them, but there would be an elephant in the room we wouldn’t be able to evict.

      When the end came—and it would come for Yolanda at some point—would Gunner be able to move past what I would have to do and embrace the future? I wanted to believe he would. What if, after the dust settled, Gunner found he could never look at me the same way again?

      It was a terrifying thought, but not one I would have to face this evening. “I’m ready for the romance,” I assured him. “I expect something fancy, so you’d best put your thinking cap on.”

      “Oh, I already know how I’m going to wow you.”

      “Do tell.”

      “It will lose something in the telling. I’d better show you.”

      

      I DRIFTED OFF IN GUNNER’S ARMS AND WOKE much too soon. I knew that I wasn’t really awake. There was a fuzzy feeling to the dreamscape, like a pair of glasses one prescription off. Even though I recognized it as a dream, I couldn’t shake the hint of anxiety rolling through me as I looked around the bedroom.

      Next to me, Gunner slept. Near his head, Merlin was curled into a ball and lightly snoring. I was the only one awake in the room that wasn’t really my bedroom. And when I strained to listen—really listen—I heard a soft voice outside calling to me.

      “Oh, good,” I muttered as I threw off the covers and climbed out of bed. “Just what I need, a random woman trying to draw me outside in the middle of the night. This should end well.”

      I didn’t bother with shoes, because it was a dream. I tugged on a pair of shorts and a tank top—even in sleep I had to play the modesty game—and trudged outside the cabin.

      It was dark outside, fog everywhere, and my feet crunched against the fallen leaves when I stepped off the front porch. I felt the cold stabbing into the soles of my feet, pretty impressive for a dream. I pushed that sensation out of my head when I caught sight of the woman standing near the tree line on the east side of the property. She wasn’t hiding.

      “Nice cape,” I drawled, shaking my head as the ridiculous outfit came into full view.

      She stopped walking and smirked, turning so I could see her full dress—neck-to-ankle lace with what looked like ermine trim, offset with a red velvet cape straight from a Shakespeare in the Park performance—and smiled at me. “It’s about time. I’ve been calling you for what feels like an eternity.”

      “There’s no need to be dramatic,” I replied. “It’s a dream. Let’s not make something out of nothing.”

      “Perhaps you only think it’s a dream.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” I rolled my eyes. “What do you want?” I held up my finger to still her before she could answer. “Are you drumming up guests for some weird local theater production? Is that why you’re dressed like that? I’m not much for local productions of Grease.”

      “I’m not a performer.”

      “Well, that makes the outfit even sadder.” I shook my head. “And here I thought my enemies dressing in Ann Taylor was the worst. How wrong I was.”

      “Let’s talk about something serious and ignore my sartorial choices. For the record, however, you don’t have the right to cast aspersions on anybody’s clothing.”

      I glanced down at my sleep shorts and shrugged. “Whatever. What do you want?”

      “We need to have a serious discussion.”

      “And yet you’re dressed like that.”

      The woman continued as if I hadn’t spoken. That was probably for the best. When I got snagged on a ridiculous detail, I could never let it go.

      “Trouble is coming for you, Allegra.”

      I cringed at my birth name. The only people who used it shared my blood … and I freaking hated it. I was glad I’d been abandoned as a child if only to shed that name. “Scout,” I corrected. “My name is Scout.”

      “That’s not your real name.”

      “What’s your name, Little Miss Judgy?”

      “My name is old. You couldn’t pronounce it. To save time, you may call me Esther.”

      Only one thing popped into my head. “Like that murderous kid in the movie?”

      “No. Not like that at all.”

      I continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “You know what I’m talking about. The one where the nice family thinks they’re being sweet and kind and adopt a kid. Then she turns on them, and they learn she’s really a thirty-year-old woman with a genetic disorder and she’s a murderous monster. I’m positive her name was Esther.”

      “She really did ruin the name,” the woman muttered, shaking her head. “Let’s not focus on my name.”

      Obviously, she didn’t know me in the least if she felt I could just give it up. But I folded my arms across my chest and fixed her with an expectant look. “Lay it on me.”

      “Do you know what I am?”

      “A terrible dresser.”

      The woman tilted her head and waited, reminding me of my grade-school teachers. They kept telling me I was smart, perhaps even gifted, and if I would just apply myself, great things would happen. I refused to play the game their way because that was akin to letting them win … and I didn’t want anybody to win but myself. Esther likely had a different sort of win in mind.

      “You’re a vampire,” I replied. “You’re a master.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I’m more than that. I’m a queen.”

      “A queen vampire?” I couldn’t contain my giggle. “Do you have a crown?”

      “My crown is here.” She tapped the spot above her heart. “You wear a crown too. You just don’t realize it yet. You also don’t realize what you’ve gotten yourself into.”

      “I rarely give thought to what I’ve gotten myself into,” I admitted. “If I think too hard about it, I’ll become fearful. Fear holds you back.”

      “Is that your greatest fear? That you’ll freeze in the moment and not come through for those you love?”

      I considered Yolanda, and what I knew I had to do. “No.” I shook my head. “I’ll do what needs to be done. I won’t let fear dissuade me.”

      “That’s good. You’re going to need that bravado—no matter how forced at times—if you expect to win the ultimate battle.” She leaned closer. “And it is coming. This war that’s started playing out in Hawthorne Hollow has been centuries in the making. Nobody saw your involvement until it was too late to change things. I, however, believe you were always meant to be here.”

      I wasn’t impressed. “Let me guess, you want to be the one to take me down.”

      “I have no interest in you other than what you can do for me.”

      “Spoken like a true narcissist. What do you want?”

      “I want you to prepare,” Esther replied. “You cannot look at this war as a way to save your boyfriend, or a way to insulate the wolves from their baser instincts. Your position in this battle needs to be more. You must keep the balance, or everything will fall.”

      “The balance between whom?”

      Her gaze was heavy. “You know who.”

      “You’re saying I’m the key to keeping the bad shifters from clashing with the bad vampires because the collateral will be too much to absorb.” I’d already figured out something big was happening. Between new vampires showing up every other week and the shifters splitting into two factions, it had to be significant.

      “You can’t stop what’s coming.” Esther looked weary. “The fight will play out because it was always meant to. Your part seems set in stone because of the company you keep. Your problem, dear Allegra, is that you haven’t yet figured out the rest of it.” She paused. “You’re running out of time.”

      There was little I loathed more than cryptic messages from random dream vampires. Sadly, this wasn’t the first time I’d had to deal with something like this. “If you have something specific you want me to do, you might as well tell me. It will save time.”

      “If I tell you, you won’t do it on principle alone.”

      “You don’t know that. There are people I hate far more than you. I could agree to be on your side simply to smite my other enemies.”

      “You mean Yolanda.”

      I scowled at the name. “She and I will have a reckoning,” I agreed. “I’m not sure when it will play out, but the next time I see her, I know what I have to do.”

      “Knowing it and doing it are two very different things,” Esther countered. “Your problem is perspective. You want to beat Yolanda because she’s a threat to the one you bed down with every night.”

      “Eww.” I made a face. “Can you not phrase it like that?”

      Esther’s glare was withering. “The mating rituals of wolves and witches started to bore me long ago. I won’t dwell on it now other than to say that you cannot win a war when you’re fighting it for one person.”

      I’d had enough. “You don’t get to say how I fight my wars. I fight for whomever I like. I’ll fight my war my way. No matter what you say, I’ll do what I want.”

      Esther’s feral smile slid into a grimace of resignation. “I was told you were stubborn. You’ll have to fail up.”

      “I don’t really care what you think.”

      “You will, before the end.” Esther shifted her eyes to the moon, big and bright in the cold. In fact, it was so cold, my feet had started to go numb. That was weird for a dream.

      “Just remember that there’s more at stake than your love life,” Esther said after several seconds of me rocking back and forth on my numb feet. They were starting to hurt. “If you choose the wrong path and sacrifice everything to protect one, you will lose all the others.”

      “I’ll just have to save everybody without sacrificing anybody I care about.”

      “What happens if that’s not possible?”

      “I’ll make it possible.” It was a simple answer, but I meant it. “I won’t lose my people. Think of me as Superman—but with a far better personality and outfit—and realize that I won’t sacrifice anybody. I’ll save them all.”

      “What if that belief means you’ll actually lose them all?”

      “It won’t.”

      “So certain, are you?”

      I leveled a smug smile on her. “Nobody will beat me. I have everything under control.”

      Esther tsked as she turned her back on me. “You still have many lessons to learn, Allegra. You’re not ready.”

      “I’m ready for whatever the world throws at me. I’ve always had to be ready. Whatever comes, I will handle it. Whomever I need to protect, I will see it through.”

      “You’re willing to sacrifice yourself to do it?”

      “If need be.”

      “Perhaps that will be your saving grace.” Esther kept walking away from me. “This isn’t over, but you should get inside before you lose a toe. I’ll be in touch.”
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      Gunner was up when I woke, Merlin on his chest, enjoying his ear scratches. Lazy smile firmly in place, Gunner leaned over to kiss me, his legs brushing against mine … and then he made a face.

      “What is that?”

      I was still waking, rubbing my hands over my cheeks. My fingers felt stiff, but I figured it was just winter seeping through the cracks of the cabin. The insulation would have to be updated, and soon.

      “No, seriously, what is that?” Gunner nudged Merlin off his chest and lifted the covers. I thought he was going to make a play for morning sex—seriously, I wasn’t even awake yet—but he was much more interested in my feet. That’s when I realized his feet were pressed against mine.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “There’s something on your feet.” Gunner tugged on my sleep shorts and pulled up my left leg. When he finally got a clear view of my foot, he looked annoyed. “You couldn’t wash your feet before coming to bed last night?”

      “What are you talking about?” Even as I asked the question, I focused on my feet for the first time. They were gray, but when I pulled them up for a better look, I realized they weren’t rotting and ready to fall off. The discoloration was dirt … and now that I was fully awake, the soles of my feet felt leathery and burned.

      I contorted to study the bottom of my foot, confusion washing over me. Then I remembered the dream and how the chill had permeated. I climbed out of bed.

      “Where are you going?” Gunner demanded.

      I ignored him and grabbed the slippers I kept in the corner of the room. I didn’t bother with a coat, and stalked out of the cabin to the tree line Esther had haunted.

      “Scout.” I heard Gunner scrambling behind me. When he caught up with me, he was confused. “What is going on?”

      “I dreamed I came out here last night,” I said dully. I didn’t see any tracks, but the ground was frozen.

      “Okay.” Gunner held out his hands. “Why is that important?” It was only after he asked the question that realization dawned on his face. “Oh.” His eyes fell to my feet. “You think you really came out here.”

      “My feet hurt,” I said. “In the dream, I remember thinking that it was weird I was so cold. I mean … it’s a dream. You can register things like snow in a dream, but you almost never feel the actual cold.”

      Gunner’s hand went to my back. “What happened in the dream?”

      “There was a vampire here. Esther.”

      “Like that creepy kid in the movie you made me watch?”

      I smirked. “She did not like that reference. She was a master, but somehow different.”

      “Meaning?”

      “She didn’t act as if we were enemies. She said that I was important to the upcoming battle and wanted me to get my head in the game.” I didn’t mention her suggestion that my focus on Gunner was a mistake.

      “You think you really came out here?” Gunner was dubious. “I would’ve known if you’d gotten out of bed.” Despite that, he started scanning the ground. It didn’t take him long to find something that caught his interest. “There are tracks here.” He pointed to a spot under a tree. “They’re faint, but they’re there.” He turned to gauge the distance to the cabin. “You didn’t unlock the door when you came out here just now.”

      I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “So?”

      “I locked the door before we went to bed last night. I remember.”

      “Meaning that I could’ve gotten up, unlocked the door, and wandered outside last night,” I surmised.

      “Yeah.”

      I was really wishing I’d thought to put on a coat because I had to hug both arms around myself to keep warm. “If she could draw me out like that without me realizing, why didn’t she kill me?”

      Gunner tugged me to him. He wasn’t wearing a coat either, but shifters ran hot. His body heat was a welcome gift this morning. “Let’s get back inside.”

      I wanted to argue, but what was the point? Even confirming I’d been outside—which we’d seemingly already done—what happened next? “Gunner—”

      “I don’t know,” he said as he tugged me with him. “I don’t know if you were really out here. I want to look at your feet. I also … want to think.”

      It felt like we needed to do more than think. He was as lost in this mess as I was. “I could use some coffee, too.”

      “Yeah. Let’s add caffeine to our paranoia. That can only make things better.”

      

      WE SHOWERED AND THEN GUNNER GOT TO WORK on the soles of my feet.

      “They’re like leather,” he complained as the front door popped open. He shot his father a dirty look when Graham walked in with two bags of takeout in hand. “Don’t you knock?”

      “Apparently not,” Graham replied dryly. “Otherwise, I would’ve knocked.”

      “We could’ve been doing dirty things for all you know.”

      “I saw you through the window,” Graham said. “I knew you weren’t doing dirty things … unless you’ve developed a foot fetish.”

      “Not last time I checked,” Gunner replied. He put ointment on the bottom of my feet—we were both out of our depth as to how to deal with the problem—and watched as it soaked in. “How do you deal with frostbite on the bottom of feet?”

      “What?” Graham dropped the food on the kitchen table and headed over to us. “Do I even want to know why you have frostbite?” he demanded of me.

      “There was a sleepwalking incident last evening,” I replied.

      “And you went outside?” Graham looked horrified, but like a dutiful father, dropped to the floor next to Gunner and lifted one of my feet. “You definitely have what looks like freezer burn. But it’s not frostbite. The skin isn’t black, and there are no blood blisters.”

      I was horrified. “Is that really a thing?”

      “Yeah.” Graham looked thoughtful. “How long were you outside?”

      That was a good question. “Twenty minutes at most.”

      “That’s not long enough for frostbite to set in, especially in this weather. Does the outer layer of skin feel numb?”

      “Pretty much,” I confirmed. “It kind of burns from the inside too.”

      “Well, it could be worse.” Graham snagged the ointment from Gunner. “This won’t help. You’re just going to have to suffer until the feeling returns.”

      “Wow,” I deadpanned. “I bet you were great when Gunner skinned his knee as a kid.”

      Graham snorted. “He used to treat skinning his knee as an Olympic sport. He was a rough kid. He never complained when he hurt himself. When he broke his arm and didn’t say anything for three days, that was a freaking mess.”

      “After your own mother tries to burn you to death, everything else pales in comparison,” Gunner replied blandly.

      Graham blinked twice and then nodded. “I can see that.” He ruffled my hair as he stood. “You’ll be okay. I am curious how you made it outside without Gunner realizing you were up. Don’t you guys essentially sleep on top of each other?”

      “I was down for the count,” Gunner replied. “I had no idea she’d been outside until this morning, when I found dead leaves and dirt stuck to her feet.”

      “That’s weird.” Graham moved back into the kitchen. “Do you know why you were sleepwalking, Scout? Were you doing anything specific?”

      “I was dreaming.” I followed him into the kitchen, hating how much it hurt to walk on my tender feet. I was going to have to suck it up to make it through the day. I couldn’t let my enemies see me hobbling.

      “What were you dreaming about?” Graham raised his hand before I could respond. “If it’s something dirty, I don’t want to hear it.”

      “It wasn’t dirty. There was a voice. It called me outside. When I got to the trees, there was a vampire. She was a master … but maybe something more.

      “She ran through the normal rigmarole about how there was a big battle coming and told me I would have a part in it,” I continued. “Then she left.”

      “That’s it?” Graham cocked his head.

      “Yup.” I bobbed my head. “She wasn’t all that entertaining, which is disappointing looking back.”

      Graham pulled out a chair so I could sit and slid a takeout container in front of me. “Did she warn you of anything?”

      I knew what he was asking. There was no way I would fill him in on the gist of the conversation. It simply wasn’t going to happen.

      “It felt like she was feeling me out,” I replied. “I don’t know how else to explain it. She just wanted me to be aware of her presence.”

      “That is … all kinds of odd.” Graham opened his food container. “Is she a threat?”

      “I think everybody is a threat,” I replied. “Her appearance can’t be a coincidence, but I can’t see how she plays into all of this.”

      Graham forced a smile. “It will be okay. I just stopped by to check on you guys, make sure you were okay after the stuff with Walter yesterday.”

      “Why wouldn’t we be okay?” Gunner asked. “We’re not a part of that.”

      “Oh, son, I think you’re going to be a part of all of it going forward.” Graham looked pained. “Your mother will make sure of that.”

      “Do you have anything new on that front?” I asked. “Any witnesses or anything?”

      Graham shook his head. “Like I said, Walter was a loner. I’ve sent out feelers, asking people in the community to email me details of the last time they saw him. So far, all I’ve gotten that seems legit is that Edna Krueger saw him at the grocery store three months ago. She said it smelled as if he hadn’t bathed in months.”

      “If he was living in those cabins, he probably hadn’t,” Gunner replied.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end when I registered an incoming presence. I braced for trouble when the front door swung open. When Evan entered, I let loose a relieved breath.

      “Doesn’t anybody knock?” Gunner complained.

      “Suck it up, big guy,” Evan replied. “I’m not a serial killer or anything, so you’re safe.”

      “Not any longer,” Gunner muttered.

      I shot him a quelling look but smiled for Evan’s benefit. “Do you want breakfast? You can have some of mine.”

      “I’m good.” Evan didn’t bother with a smile. He’d been a people pleaser before everything in his life changed. Now he didn’t bother with niceties. “I had a dream last night,” he announced.

      I froze, my fork halfway to my mouth.

      Gunner shot me a look before focusing on Evan. “Let me guess, a master vampire named Esther sent cryptic warnings in your sleep.”

      Evan’s eyes widened. “How did you know?”

      “I dreamed of her too,” I replied. “I got frostbite in the process because I walked outside while dreaming. Although … was it a dream if I actually went outside?” Now I was troubled all over again. “Did she entice me to walk outside while in a dream state?”

      The color drained from Gunner’s face. “That can’t happen again. How do we stop it? We need to figure out a way to keep Scout safe.”

      “Maybe you should tie her to the bed, son,” Graham said dryly. “Don’t get worked up about it just yet. We don’t know that she really walked outside.”

      The aching soles of my feet said otherwise. I glanced down at them, debating, and then looked to the door again. “How did she manage to get me outside?” I asked Evan.

      “We’re not certain it really happened,” Graham protested.

      “Her feet were filthy and burned from the cold,” Gunner said. “The front door wasn’t locked this morning, and I know darned well I locked it last night. She went outside.”

      Graham made a disgusted sound deep in his throat. “Well, this just bites.”

      It did indeed bite. I was still confused. “If she had me out there, why not take advantage and kill me? She was on the other side of the wards I’d drawn, but obviously she could control me. Why not make me cross to the other side of the wards and kill me?”

      “We don’t know that killing you is her ultimate goal,” Evan argued. “She didn’t show interest in killing me. In fact, she seemed more interested in making sure I knew it was essential to stick close to you.”

      “Why would she care?” That’s the part that bothered me most. “Why is she even involved? What part is she going to play in this? I can see her wanting to swoop in and kill me, but the rest of it makes no sense.”

      “I don’t think she’s just a master vampire,” Evan said. “I think she’s an apex.”

      I blinked twice. “Is that supposed to mean something?” I asked finally.

      “An apex vampire,” Evan supplied. “She’s more than a master. Her blood is of the purest form.”

      “Meaning she wasn’t bitten, but born,” I said.

      “Pretty much,” Evan confirmed. “The thing is, to be a master, you must be born to it. Bitten vampires are minions and nothing more. Born vampires are special. She would be one level above, although I’m not entirely certain how it all works. I only heard whispers about apex vampires when I was with my former group.” He looked distinctly uncomfortable. “It’s not as if they were imparting pearls of wisdom on me left and right.”

      “You were a master vampire,” I reminded him. “You were bitten and somehow defied the odds.”

      Evan hesitated and then held out his hands. “Yes, but we believe that was because of the witch in my blood. I ascended higher than any other bitten vampire—at least to my knowledge—and I was more powerful than many of the other masters.”

      “Maybe you were an apex.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works.” Evan shook his head. “She felt powerful, which is why I headed here first thing this morning. If she feels I need to be close to you, I think she knows what she’s talking about.”

      “Unless it’s a trap.”

      Evan’s eyes flashed with impatience. “How is making sure we’re together, therefore stronger, a trap?”

      “I don’t know, but I’ve never found trusting vampires to be in my best interest.”

      “Good to know where we stand,” Evan grumbled.

      I glared at him. “You don’t count. You’re not technically a vampire any longer. You’re a vampire witch who can day walk and is somehow stronger than anybody else.”

      “You’ve been infused with pixie magic,” Gunner pointed out. “I don’t think there’s a name for what you are.”

      “You don’t get lumped in with anyone else,” I added. “You’re special.”

      “Oh, don’t make a big deal out of it,” Evan complained. “I wasn’t fishing for compliments.”

      “We’ve gotten off track,” Graham argued. “We need to focus on this vampire, whether she’s an apex or not. What does she want?”

      “The easy answer is that she wants Scout,” Evan replied. “I have no idea how that’s going to play out. Is she working with the shifters and Yolanda? That seems unlikely. In fact, if I had to guess, I’d say she’s working against that group.”

      “That doesn’t mean she’s working with us,” I pointed out.

      “No, it doesn’t.” Evan continued to shake his head. “I have no idea what she has planned, but we’d better prepare. Whatever it is, it’s happening.”

      “Yeah.” I shoved a huge forkful of hash browns into my mouth. How do we prepare for the unknown?
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      I was bothered enough by talk of apex vampires that I decided a hike through the woods was in order. Graham begged off, saying the last thing he wanted was to listen to Gunner complain during the hike. I knew he was worried about Walter and wanted to focus on the murder. Given Yolanda’s involvement with the shifters, and the attention she placed on her own son, there was no way he could focus on anything else.

      That left Evan, Gunner, and me to head into the woods.

      “How badly do your feet hurt?” Evan asked.

      I shrugged. “I tried to heal them with a few tricks in my arsenal, but it only half helped,” I replied. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

      “According to the alpha, I have no choice but to worry.”

      It bothered me that he was so keen to follow the alpha’s orders. “We don’t know that she’s on our side,” I reminded him.

      “We don’t, but I guarantee she’s not working with Yolanda.”

      “That whole ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend’ thing isn’t always accurate.”

      “I’m well aware.” Evan was grim. “It’s likely she wants us to take out the shifters. Then she plans to swoop in and take care of us.”

      That didn’t make me feel better. I needed more information before I could form a firm opinion. “Tell me about apex vampires. What can they do?”

      “I’ve only heard stories.” Evan’s gaze was on the ground as we walked. To our right, Gunner sniffed through the bushes. “The vampires I was with talked about apexes in reverent terms. At the time, I didn’t care. I was too busy … figuring my own stuff out.”

      “You thought you would be a slave when you first woke up as one of them,” I surmised.

      “I didn’t even make it that far. I woke with an unbelievable thirst.” He didn’t look at me as he spoke. Maybe he couldn’t. “All I cared about was quenching that thirst. It consumed me.”

      “Did they feed you right away?” I didn’t want the specifics on the people he’d killed as a vampire. I knew it wasn’t his fault, but I feared that hearing the stories would change things between us. I was just getting him back. I couldn’t lose him again … no matter what he’d done.

      “They made me suffer a bit. It was their way of exerting control. I’m not sure how long. We shouldn’t talk about that for obvious reasons. I just know that when I started to emerge and make my way around the city, it was six months after what happened in that building.”

      “Where did you go?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking, even though I was terrified to hear the answer. “Hunting?”

      “I went looking for you.”

      “Because you wanted to kill me?”

      “I … don’t know.” He shook his head. “My emotions weren’t easily identifiable. I only know that something inside wanted to seek you out.”

      “You did find her?” Gunner asked. “You mentioned seeing her at your grave.”

      Evan managed a smile. “I was angry when I saw you there. You were drinking on my grave. It was only then that I realized I was dead to the rest of the world. I think part of me thought you were searching for me. It never occurred to me that I was dead to you.”

      “Had I known, I would’ve been looking,” I admitted.

      “Because you would’ve wanted to kill me.”

      I hesitated and then nodded. “In my head, I would’ve been freeing my Evan from torment. I didn’t know I was capable of doing anything else until I changed you that day at the farm.”

      “Healed me,” Evan corrected. “You healed me.”

      “Not all the way. If I’d truly healed you, you wouldn’t still be part vampire.”

      “Maybe, but I have perspective now. By healing me, you gave me the best of both worlds. Now I’m stronger than a human, but not ravaged by sunlight. I don’t have to survive on blood, but if I want to, I can go for weeks and drink excess blood from the butcher. I can also eat human food, although it doesn’t bolster me like it used to. Most of all, I’m aware of who I am and who I want to be. I’m fairly certain you gave me all of that. You’re a hero in my book.” He reached over and squeezed my hand.

      “Don’t hit on my girlfriend,” Gunner warned. His back was to us as he poked through the bushes. “I’m a tolerant man, but not that tolerant.”

      “I think you’re okay,” Evan replied. “She’s my sister.”

      “I can live with that. As long as you don’t want to Game of Thrones it up and do weird crap with your sister.”

      Evan shot him a quelling look. “Let’s not go there.” His forehead creasing, he detached from me and moved toward Gunner. “What are you looking for?”

      “Prints,” Gunner replied.

      Evan lodged his hands on his hips. “With the ground this hard, how are you going to find prints?”

      “I’m just looking.” Gunner switched his gaze to me. “If we’re not looking for prints, what are we looking for?”

      It was a good question. “I don’t know.” My eyes drifted up. “Can apexes go out in the sun?” I asked Evan.

      “I have no idea,” he answered. “Anything is possible. Let’s assume she can walk during the day and that makes her a threat twenty-four-seven.”

      “She approached me at night.”

      “When your defenses were down. I very much doubt she could get inside your head if you were alert.”

      I moved in the direction of the river. Gunner and I hadn’t spent much time hiking, but I was familiar with the area. I was about to suggest the ground near the water might be soft enough to observe footsteps when a roar filled the air.

      I jolted at the noise, surprised and concerned. My initial assumption was that we were under attack by the shifters. The way Gunner started moving toward the river said otherwise.

      “Shifters?” I asked as I scrambled to keep up.

      “No,” Gunner replied, his hands elongating as his fingernails shifted into claws. “Bear.”

      He didn’t have to say more. I only knew of one bear in the area. “Barney.”

      We ran full out, the sound of the bear’s roar drawing us to a bend in the river.

      Barney was surrounded. He was in the water, the fast-moving current working against him, and shifters on both banks of the river were cutting off his escape. There was no hesitation when I moved forward. Barney had saved my life.

      “That’s enough,” I called out, blasting the three nearest shifters with a burst of magic that tossed them through the air like bowling pins. I hit another two close to the riverbank, and then watched with satisfaction as the rest scattered into the woods.

      “Kill them if you can,” I ordered Evan and Gunner as I plunged into the river. I had to get to Barney, lead him back to safety.

      On the other side of the river, five shifters watched me take the plunge. The river was freezing. “Come on, big guy,” I encouraged as I nudged Barney in the direction I’d come from. “Get out of the water.”

      The shifters on the other side of the river growled in warning but didn’t enter the water.

      “Oh, just go away.” I flung out my arm, a wide arc of magic exploding in their direction. They turned to flee but my magic knocked them flat. I focused on Barney. “Come on, buddy. Let’s get you to land so I can check you out.” His flank was bleeding.

      “Come on.” I pulled again, but Barney showed no signs of wanting to leave the water. That was a problem because I had to get out before I went down. The water was too cold. My extremities were already numbing. “Barney, please,” I pleaded when the bear refused to budge. “You have to come.”

      I was determined to remain in the water until the bear left with me, but it wasn’t in the cards. Evan appeared at my side—I hadn’t even heard him enter the water—and lifted me off my feet before I could tell him not to do just that.

      “Gunner!” He yelled my boyfriend’s name and then swung his arms and threw me toward the shore. He actually threw me. I felt like Gimli in Lord of the Rings.

      Gunner caught me, grunting at my weight, and the look he shot me promised retribution as he lowered me to the ground. “You wait right here.”

      I opened my mouth to protest him leaving, but no sound came. My teeth crashed together as I began to shiver.

      In the water, Evan fought with Barney to get him to walk to safety. “Listen, I get that you have no reason to trust us, but it’s best you come with us anyway. We’re trying to help you.” His eyes darted to me. “Scout needs you,” he added.

      Perhaps it was the tone of voice Evan used. Perhaps Barney was simply tired of the freezing water. It was as if something had become dislodged in his mind, as he moved to his left and sloshed toward shore. The bear didn’t move toward the two unmoving shifters on the ground. Instead, he headed toward me.

      “That’s it,” Evan encouraged as the bear flopped to the ground at my side. “Such a good boy.” He grabbed me around the waist and lifted me so I was pressed directly against the bear. “Warm her up,” he ordered Barney.

      “I think that’s my job,” Gunner called out. He was on his knees next to one of the fallen shifters. I couldn’t make out much of anything from my vantage point against Barney, but it looked as if Gunner was checking a man, which meant the shifter had reverted to human form.

      “You’re busy right now,” Evan replied. His eyes were on the far side of the river as he knelt next to me. “How do you feel?” he asked.

      “C-c-cold,” I replied as I huddled closer to Barney. “I don’t ever remember being this cold.”

      “I bet.” Evan’s smile was flat. “I would try to warm you up myself—”

      “Hey!” Gunner barked.

      Evan ignored him. “My body temperature registers as room temperature, so I can’t help you.”

      That also meant he hadn’t been affected by the cold water when he waded in after me. “That superpower might come in handy with winter coming.”

      He glanced across the river. “They all fled on that side.”

      “And on this side?” I asked.

      “There are two down. I’m pretty sure they’re dead.”

      “I can’t say I’m sorry. Do we know them?”

      Evan flicked his eyes to Gunner, who had moved to the other fallen shifter. “Let’s give your boyfriend time to check them out.”

      “Sure. I’m just going to close my eyes for a few minutes.”

      “I prefer you don’t.” Evan examined the bear’s injured flank. “It looks minor. I don’t want to risk treating him because I’m afraid he’ll bite my head off. We’ll get him back to Mama Moon.”

      “How?” My eyes were closed. The bear was unbelievably warm, and I felt as if I was being cocooned in the best sleeping bag ever.

      “I’ll call Rooster,” Evan replied. “He has a truck. We can drive him back to Mama Moon.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay,” Evan agreed, his hand landing on my forehead.

      “I don’t have a fever.”

      “I know.” I couldn’t see Evan, but I felt him. He was worried. “Gunner, get over here. I need you to help warm her up.”

      “What?” Gunner’s voice sounded far away. When he spoke again, he was on top of me. “Why didn’t you get me here sooner? I thought you were exaggerating when you said she needed to be warmed up.”

      “I figured the bear could handle the heavy lifting.”

      “No offense to Barney, but I’m better than any old bear.” Gunner spooned me. “Seriously, if some random person comes upon us out here, you know darned well it’s going to turn into a first-class mess. They’ll think we’re having some weird orgy.”

      “Just warm her up,” Evan ordered. “Don’t let her fall asleep.”

      Gunner’s breath was warm against the back of my neck. “Absorb my heat, baby.”

      I didn’t respond. I was too warm … and sleepy.

      “Do you know the dead shifters?” Evan asked.

      Gunner was grim. “Cam Reid and Danny Hamilton. I grew up with them. They were pack.”

      “Were? Are you saying they’re not pack now?”

      Gunner hesitated and then let loose a breath. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen them near pack lands in quite some time. I think they were some of the earlier defections. The traditionalists who wanted the pack to be regressive.”

      “So they could be Yolanda’s people.”

      “They could. In fact, that’s my guess. I can’t be certain because I’m not close with either of them, but that’s what I’m leaning toward.”

      “Why were they after the bear?” Evan sounded stumped.

      “I’m more curious about why Barney was here. He usually sticks pretty close to Mama Moon’s land. If he was here, there must be a reason.”

      “He seems okay, other than a bite on his hind quarters. Mama Moon will have to clean the wound.”

      “Maybe he was coming to see Scout,” Gunner said. “They bonded when he helped her flee from Wixom. He stood guard over her after saving her.”

      “It’s possible,” Evan said. “It’s also possible the shifters herded him away from Mama Moon’s land. They might’ve wanted to kill him without risking her intervening. If they feel he’s going to be on our side, they might want to eliminate him.”

      “There’s a special sort of hell for people who want to kill a freaking bear,” Gunner growled.

      “He should be okay. We need to get him to Mama Moon. I’ll call Rooster and get a truck out here. Can you keep Scout warm without supervision?”

      “Is that supposed to be a joke?”

      “I really want to know.”

      I was too tired to stop them.

      “I think I can manage,” Gunner replied. “In fact, I’m enjoying it. The ground is hard, but it’s toasty warm with Barney here.”

      “I’m going to tell your father you’re a total pervert. You’ve been warned.”

      “That memo has already been sent, my friend.”
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      Thanks to Gunner’s body heat, I bounced back quickly. I was on my feet by the time Rooster and Doc showed up with his truck. To my surprise, Tillie was with them. She’d given up the do-rag and had her combat helmet firmly in place. She wore leggings today—I knew the ripped denim wouldn’t last—with lollipops on them.

      “Does she have a huge heart-shaped lollipop in her special place?” Evan asked in a low voice as he watched the elderly witch approach.

      “Yup,” Gunner replied. His hand was on my back, caught between weariness and amusement. “I’m pretty sure that’s exactly what’s going on.”

      “Okay.” Evan shook his head. “Just checking.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing and waved in greeting. “Here comes the cavalry.”

      “I’m not here for you,” Tillie replied as she stepped over one of the dead shifters. “I’m here for the bear. I’ve always wanted a pet bear.”

      I tried to picture Winnie Winchester’s face if Tillie announced she was bringing home a bear. Oh, who was I kidding? Tillie wouldn’t ask permission. She would simply show up with Barney in tow and tell them to deal with it or shut up.

      “I’m pretty sure Barney already has an owner,” Gunner argued.

      I shook my head. “Mama Moon says she doesn’t own Barney. She takes care of him, but he’s free to do as he pleases.”

      “What made him come here today?” Rooster asked. He gave the bear a wide berth. He was more interested in the dead shifters.

      “We’re not sure, but we should load Barney and take him to Mama Moon’s place,” Gunner replied. “I can’t shake the idea that Barney was looking for Scout because Mama Moon might be in trouble.”

      Rooster’s eyebrows hopped. “Okay. Any idea how we get him into the back of the truck?”

      Evan grabbed me around the waist and carried me to the vehicle. “Scout will get him up there.”

      “Hey!” I slapped at Evan’s hands. “Since when is that the plan? I didn’t agree to that.”

      “Since I said so.” Evan tossed me into the bed of the truck and dropped the tailgate. “Call him.”

      “You’re getting really bossy,” I complained. “Like … really bossy.”

      “You’ll live.” Evan moved away from the truck. “Call him.”

      I wasn’t in the mood to follow orders but didn’t have many options. “Come on, Barney.” I patted my thighs to get the bear’s attention. “Let’s go, buddy.”

      Barney showed no interest in joining me.

      “Barney, let’s go.” I used my firmest tone. It worked on Gunner all the time. “Let’s go check on Mama Moon.”

      The bear jerked his head in my direction and then lumbered to me. When he got to the tailgate, he seemed to give it a lot of thought before putting his front paws on it. His hind legs were too short to complete the climb.

      “I’ve got it.” Evan swooped in behind him, grabbed the bear’s haunches, and heaved.

      Barney scrambled for purchase and then stopped in front of me when he realized he was safe in the truck bed.

      “Awesome.” I patted the top of his head. “Let’s go.”

      Gunner and Evan hopped in the back with me. Tillie wanted to join us, but Rooster was having none of it. I thought the ride to Mama Moon’s place would be tense, but Barney was sweet as he laid down and rested his head on my lap.

      “He seems to like you,” Gunner noted. “So much so I can’t get close to you.”

      His morose expression made me smile. “He’s like a big warm blanket. It’s cold enough that I’m glad for the company.”

      Gunner scowled. “I could be your company.”

      “I’m good.”

      Evan snorted, earning a glare from Gunner. “I didn’t say anything,” he offered hurriedly when Gunner tried to slam his boot down on top of Evan’s foot.

      “You’re starting to get on my nerves,” Gunner groused.

      “Then my work here is complete.”

      

      MAMA MOON WAS OUTSIDE HER MAGIC SHOP. She looked upset. When she caught sight of Barney, she abandoned her hand wringing and rushed to the truck.

      “Where did you find him?”

      “Out by us,” Gunner replied as he hopped down and greeted her. The look on his face couldn’t be described as friendly. “He was being chased by a bunch of shifters.”

      Mama Moon muttered something unintelligible. I edged around Barney and hopped to the ground, my eyes never leaving her face.

      “It’s Yolanda,” Mama Moon said. “She’s been trying to get Barney for days. I have my property warded, but keeping him close when he wants to roam, well, it isn’t easy.”

      “If she has shifters waiting in the woods for him, he’s not safe here. They missed this time, but only because we happened upon them.”

      “What can I do with him?” Mama Moon demanded. “I can’t force him to stay near the house. He’s an animal with ideas of his own.”

      “I’ve got an idea,” Tillie volunteered. I hadn’t even realized she’d jumped out of the truck.

      I slid my gaze to her. She wanted the bear, and I couldn’t think of a single reason not to give him to her.

      “Well,” I started.

      “Absolutely not.” Mama Moon was vehement when shaking her head. “I will not give him to Tillie.”

      “I wasn’t thinking of giving him to anybody,” I replied. “I was thinking of relocating him to a place where he’ll have a lot of room to run and be protected at the same time.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Gunner intoned, finally catching on. “Winnie will cut us off from the mashed potatoes and gravy train for life if we show up in Hemlock Cove with a bear.”

      “Maybe,” I conceded. “Or maybe, because the tourist season is over, she’ll want to help.” Even as I said it, I wasn’t certain I could see it playing out that way. “It’s worth a shot.”

      “Call them,” Rooster said.

      Tillie’s hand shot out and grabbed his arm. “We should surprise them. They like surprises.”

      “Is that a fact?” Rooster was dubious. “I’m not sure I want to risk that. It’s a long drive out there.”

      “My opinion is the one that counts.” Tillie’s smile was enigmatic. “It is my property, after all.”

      “I thought you all owned it,” Gunner challenged.

      “I own fifty percent and they own fifty percent together. You know darned well they won’t argue with me. He’s a bear. How much trouble could he cause?”

      “I won’t be responsible for driving him out there.” Rooster was adamant as he folded his arms across his chest. “I’m not risking Winnie’s wrath. No sir, not going to happen.”

      “I’m way scarier than Winnie,” Tillie shot back.

      “That’s not how I see it.” Rooster was having none of it. “I’m not dropping this bear on Winnie Winchester. I value my testicles way too much.”

      I ran my tongue over my teeth, debating, and then turned to Evan. “How fast can you get back to my place?”

      “Fast,” Evan replied. “Why?”

      “I need you to get Gunner’s truck and bring it here.”

      “Hold up,” Gunner whined. “Are you seriously going to do this?”

      “I’m going to make sure nothing happens to that bear,” I replied. “In case you’ve forgotten, he saved me. I’d be dead if he hadn’t intervened.”

      Gunner’s irritation was obvious, but he ultimately nodded. “Fine, but if Winnie goes after my testicles, we’re going to have a problem.”

      “Duly noted.”

      “And if I’m cut off from the gravy, you’d better learn to make it pretty quickly.”

      “Yeah, I’ll get right on that.” I turned to Rooster. “I need you to wait here long enough for Evan to back up the truck so Barney only has to walk across to change vehicles. With that wound on his hind quarters, I don’t want him jumping up and down if it isn’t necessary.”

      “Whatever.” Rooster shook his head and turned away from me. “You are creating problems for yourself, missy. I hope you know that.”

      I knew, but I didn’t see another way.

      Once Evan was gone, I hopped into Rooster’s truck to make sure Barney didn’t wander off. It would take Evan at least thirty minutes to return. That left us with Mama Moon, a woman I wasn’t all that keen to spend time with.

      “So, how are things?” she asked when the uncomfortable silence had stretched too long.

      “They’ve been better,” I replied.

      “I figured.” She sucked in a breath. “What were you looking for when you happened on Barney?”

      I saw no reason to lie. Mama Moon wasn’t my favorite person—she’d hidden important information from us—but it wasn’t as if she was going to be sharing it with the enemy. “A possible apex vampire.”

      Mama Moon’s eyebrows shot up. “We have an apex vampire?”

      It was interesting she didn’t need an explanation. “Maybe. We’re not certain.”

      Rooster filled her in, with Gunner adding the occasional comment to enhance the story. When he finished, Mama Moon was befuddled.

      “Well, that’s terrifying.” Her eyes were full of concern when they landed on me. “You need to figure a way to keep her from doing that a second time. You have no idea where she could lead you with control like that.”

      “Thanks. I never would’ve figured that out.” I flashed a sarcastic smile and slouched my shoulders when Rooster pinned me with a quelling look. “What? I’m mad at her.”

      “Don’t be rude.” Rooster’s tone was grave. “I’m not thrilled with the fact that she kept what happened between her and Yolanda to herself, but we can’t change things. Aren’t you the one who always says that? We have to move forward.”

      “I didn’t keep the information from you because I was trying to give Yolanda an edge,” Mama Moon argued. “In fact, that’s the opposite of what I wanted. “It’s just … I didn’t know. You have to understand, if I’d realized that her solution to seeing what she didn’t want to see was trying to kill her own son I would’ve intervened.”

      “We’re not blaming you for that part,” I noted.

      “Speak for yourself,” Gunner growled.

      I didn’t acknowledge the statement. “I get that you couldn’t have known what she was going to do. What I don’t understand is that after seeing that vision, after seeing what was to come, why you pretended not to recognize me when we first met.”

      “Well, for starters, you were naturally suspicious that day,” Mama Moon replied. “I didn’t think starting a conversation with ‘By the way, you’re going to fight a huge battle that could tilt the balance of good and evil in the area forever’ was a smart idea.”

      I rolled my neck. “And after you got to know me?”

      “There never seemed to be a good time.” Mama Moon threw her hands in the air. “Honestly, even now when you’re so angry, I don’t know that I would change things. I’m a big proponent of things happening as they’re supposed to.

      “Have you considered how you would’ve reacted if I’d told you that you were destined to love Gunner, and together, you would fight a big war that would wipe out a huge contingent of shifters?” she demanded. “How would you have reacted when I told you that there was a day-walking vampire who would fight with you? It’s not as if I knew Evan at that point.”

      “You could’ve shown me.”

      “Yes, but how could I be certain you wouldn’t adjust your approach to everything and change that future? We don’t know that things will shift now that you know.” Mama Moon looked tired. “I’m sorry you’re upset, but if I had to do it all over again, I’m not sure I would’ve done it any other way.”

      I didn’t necessarily disagree with her. It felt like betrayal, but was it? To buy myself time, I slid my gaze to Gunner to gauge his reaction. He was focused on his feet.

      “I can’t speak for Gunner,” I started.

      “I can speak for myself,” he said. His eyes were glassy when he lifted them. “You should’ve told me. You knew she wasn’t going to let it go. We thought she was nuts. It’s much more than that.”

      “I am sorry I didn’t stop your mother that day.” Mama Moon said. “So very sorry.”

      “You should’ve told me all of it.”

      “Gunner, unless I’m mistaken, you weren’t looking for a relationship when Scout showed up,” Mama Moon pointed out. “Would you have so readily let her into your heart if you thought it was written in the stars?”

      “I don’t think I had much choice.” Gunner managed a rueful smile for my benefit. “She was essentially mine from the first meeting. But my mother is out there. She’s a threat to everybody. I can’t help but feel that you keeping this information to yourself will come back to bite us.”

      “I considered that,” Mama Moon acknowledged. “I’ve thought long and hard about it. This prophecy, it’s a big deal. When you and Scout first got together, I thought there was still a chance it wouldn’t come true. What were the odds a day-walking vampire would show up?”

      “Apparently, one didn’t show up,” Rooster replied. “Scout made him, which makes the prophecy all the more unbelievable. If those three are going to be at the center of this war, how are we supposed to prepare?”

      “And therein lies the problem,” Mama Moon agreed. “What if you screw something up when preparing? What if things have to happen the exact right way to ensure the preferable outcome? There are a lot of variables. I didn’t know what to do. I’m sorry I hurt you all, but I honestly don’t know that I would change things.

      “You all built your bonds on your own,” she continued. “You love one another. You’re entwined in each other’s lives. Nothing will tear you apart. If I’d told you what I’d seen, you would’ve relied on the prophecy instead of doing the work yourselves. At least now we don’t have to worry about that.”

      She was right, loath as I was to admit it.

      “It’s done,” Gunner said. “We have to move forward. I don’t know what that means, but you’re an important part of our team. We can’t abandon you in the run-up to … whatever this is.”

      “It’s a war,” Mama Moon replied simply. “It’s going to take a long time to play out. There will be waves of violence followed by times of peace. I guarantee that not all the pieces have been put together yet. All of that is still shaking out.”

      I could see it, and knew she was right. “Let’s deal with it one step at a time,” I said. “First, we’re going to get Barney to safety. We can’t let them hurt him. And we can’t let them use the bear as a pawn to draw us out. We’re removing him from the situation.”

      “How can you be certain the Winchesters will agree?” Rooster demanded.

      “What did I say?” Tillie snapped. “I make the decisions. I’ve got this.”

      Did she? There was no way to be sure, but I didn’t see that we had another choice. “The Winchesters have that whole bluff. He can be protected there. They won’t risk going to Hemlock Cove to get him. They’re too afraid of the Winchesters.”

      “And that will allow us to come up with a plan here,” Gunner added. “Nobody knows what’s going to happen. All we really know is that we need time.”

      “Fine, but I’m not going anywhere near Winnie for the foreseeable future,” Rooster said. “That woman is terrifying.”

      Tillie smiled with pride. “I taught her everything she knows.”
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      My nerves were shot when we pulled into the driveway of The Overlook, the inn Tillie’s three nieces ran in Hemlock Cove. Rather than wait for Winnie Winchester, the oldest sister, to storm out and start barking that we take Barney back to Hawthorne Hollow, I coaxed the bear out of the truck and led him to the backyard. Tillie was at my side, chattering away about how great this was going to be. Gunner and Evan trailed behind.

      “What is that?” a male voice boomed from the patio as Barney roamed the yard. Landon appeared at the edge of the patio, dumbstruck as he took in the bear.

      “That is Barney,” I announced. I did my best to appear happy and bright. “He’s going to stay here a few days.” I hope.

      “No, he’s not.” Landon vehemently shook his head, looking over his shoulder when the sliding glass doors opened. “Tell her that bear is not staying here,” he demanded of his mother-in-law.

      For her part, Winnie looked surprised more than anything else. She wasn’t prone to meltdowns, so she didn’t immediately fly off the handle. I was taking that as a win.

      “What’s going on?” another male voice demanded. When Hemlock Cove Police Chief Terry Davenport joined the party, I cringed. I liked him a great deal. He and Winnie seemed tight, and Bay saw him as her father figure. He was a good guy. He was not, however, someone who would welcome a bear with open arms.

      “That thing isn’t staying here,” Landon snapped. His eyes were wild as he took in Barney. “It’s dangerous.”

      “It’s not dangerous,” I countered, “but he is in danger. That’s why we brought him.”

      “Well, that’s horrible for him, but he can’t stay here.” Terry folded his arms across his chest. “Tell her, Winnie.”

      Rather than ordering Barney out of her yard, which would’ve made Terry happy, Winnie narrowed her eyes as she studied the bear and padded slowly down the steps. “Tell me what’s going on,” she prodded. She was buying time, which gave me hope.

      “We were in the woods looking for the vampire that lured me out of the cabin last night,” I started.

      “Vampire?” Terry made an exaggerated face. “Great. That’s just what we need.”

      Winnie ignored him and kept her focus on me.

      “We heard Barney howling,” I continued. “Or roaring. Bears roar, right?” I directed the question to Gunner.

      “I don’t think it matters, baby.” Gunner managed a tight grin. “He was injured and in trouble.”

      “Shifters had him in the river. They were trying to kill him,” I explained. “Mama Moon said Yolanda has been trying to get the bear for days. If anybody has forgotten, this is the same bear that saved my life when Wixom attacked a few weeks ago.” The Winchesters were aware of our problems, but a little reminder couldn’t possibly hurt.

      “Smooth,” Bay said as she appeared at the side of the inn, coming from the direction of the greenhouse. “That’s definitely the way to get my mother to open her yard to Barney.”

      Instead of matching my grin with Bay’s, I turned to pleading. “We can’t let him die. He’s vulnerable in Hawthorne Hollow.”

      “So you thought you would bring him here?” Terry barked. “How could you possibly think that’s a good idea? This is an inn. We don’t want the guests eaten.”

      “Barney won’t eat the guests,” Gunner countered. “He’s a good boy.”

      “Besides, we don’t have guests for days,” Winnie added. “It’s the off season. If we were ever going to have a bear visit, this is the week.”

      I took it as a good sign that she was smiling at Barney.

      “You’re going to let them keep that bear here?” Terry looked disgusted. “That’s not sensible, Winnie. It’s a freaking bear.”

      “I have to agree with Terry,” Landon volunteered. “I want to help you guys—I really do—but a bear is a step too far.”

      “No, it’s not,” Bay countered as she took a tentative step toward Barney, her hand outstretched. “I think you’ve forgotten how many times they’ve come through for us,” she admonished, holding her palm out. Barney sniffed it as I held my breath. Then he rubbed his head against her shoulder. Bay’s smile was so wide it took over her entire face.

      “Come on,” Bay prodded as she hugged the bear. “Just think of him as a really big dog.”

      “That dog can rip your throat out, Bay,” Landon snapped.

      “So can any number of the enemies we face weekly.” Bay used her most pragmatic tone. “I don’t want this bear dying. Why can’t we keep him here for a few days?” She addressed the question to her mother.

      “I don’t have a problem with him staying.” Winnie beamed at the bear as she tentatively moved forward. Even seeing how playful Barney was with Bay, Winnie was cautious. “What do we feed him?”

      “He’s an omnivore,” Evan volunteered, speaking for the first time. “He’ll eat fish, grass, roots and insects. He’ll also eat carrion.”

      “Dead carcasses,” Terry growled.

      “I can catch fish for him,” Evan insisted. “You won’t even know he’s here.”

      “Sure,” Terry drawled. “We’ll just forget the bear is in the backyard.”

      “Suck it up,” Tillie snapped. “You’re being ridiculous. It’s a freaking bear.” She rubbed Barney’s face and cooed to him. “I have such plans for you. I’m going to get you a big cape and bring you downtown to torture Margaret. It’ll be glorious.”

      “No, you won’t!” Terry barked. “That’s where I draw the line.” He turned an imploring look to Winnie. “You cannot let her take that bear downtown. Someone will call the DNR, and they’ll come in and kill him. We have to keep him here under wraps.”

      “I’ve got it,” Winnie promised. “Take a breath, Terry. It’s just a little bear.”

      Terry slapped his hand over his face, acting like a child who thought he could make things disappear by sheer force of will. “You people are unbelievable.”

      I held back a laugh. When I caught Winnie’s gaze, I made sure she saw how grateful I was. “I can’t tell you how much this means to us. Given everything we have going on, worrying about Barney on top of it, well, it’s too much.”

      “It’s fine.” Winnie sent me an encouraging smile. “I am curious what you guys have going on.”

      “Oh, just apex vampires and rogue shifters. You know, the usual.”

      Bay shifted. “What’s an apex vampire?”

      “Apparently, it’s the sort of vampire that could take on Superman,” I replied. “All we know is that it managed to invade my mind last night. I thought it was a dream, but Evan had the same dream essentially, and now we’re leaning toward the fact that she’s real.”

      Bay rubbed her chin, thoughtful.

      “You’re leaving out the fact that you went outside in the middle of the night without shoes because of the dream,” Gunner interjected.

      “There was that,” I conceded.

      “And you think this vampire managed that because she’s an apex?” Winnie asked. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      “Neither had I,” I said. “Evan told us about apexes.”

      “I don’t know much,” Evan cautioned. “I’ve heard stories.”

      “What did she say?” Bay demanded. “What did she want from you? Is she coming to kill you?”

      “I don’t know what she wants,” I admitted. “Her motivations are … suspicious. But I don’t think she has any love for Yolanda and her shifters.”

      “So … the enemy of my enemy is my friend?” Bay said. She didn’t look any happier at the thought than I felt.

      “I just don’t know. She talked a lot about big battles. She seems to think Evan, Gunner, and I coming together at this time, in this place, is important. Much of it sounded like nonsense.”

      “Maybe she was trying to lure you out,” Landon suggested. “It could’ve been a way to make you vulnerable so she could kill you.”

      “But she couldn’t cross the wards in the yard. I had to go to her at the tree line. There’s no reason she couldn’t have forced me over the wards. If she had, I’d be dead.”

      “That doesn’t make her an ally,” Bay warned. “I’m right there with you on your assumptions regarding her motivations, but it’s possible she needs you … at least for now.”

      “I have questions I’d like to ask her,” I said. “I have to find her first, but I have no idea how. I didn’t even know apexes were a thing until this morning.”

      “I know where she is,” Tillie volunteered. She’d pressed herself to Barney’s side and seemed to be enjoying herself as Barney breathed. For his part, the bear appeared none the worse for wear after his morning adventure.

      “You know where the apex is?” I asked dubiously.

      Tillie nodded.

      “Oh, don’t listen to her,” Bay groused. “There’s no way she knows. She would’ve mentioned it before now.”

      “I did,” Tillie shot back. “I told you there was a fairy-tale house in the woods that wasn’t there two weeks ago. It’s by Hollow Creek. That’s obviously where she’s staying.”

      Bay blinked several times, taken aback.

      “What’s she talking about?” I asked Bay.

      “She did mention a weird cottage appearing by the creek a few days ago,” Bay said. “I didn’t think anything of it because she was harvesting her pot at the time.”

      “When was the last time you were out there?” Winnie asked Tillie.

      “At least a month.”

      “Why were you there?” Winnie demanded of her aunt. “I thought we’d agreed to steer clear of Hollow Creek to make sure the magical fragments didn’t reappear. Everyone was supposed to stay away until spring.”

      Tillie was the picture of innocence. “I just happened to walk by.”

      Nobody believed that.

      “Why would an apex come to town for a specific fight and set up shop by a small creek in another town?” Gunner asked. “Wouldn’t she want to be in the thick of things?”

      I could think of several reasons. “Evan is here,” I pointed out. “He’s stronger than a normal vampire. He could be a draw.”

      “We’re here,” Bay added. “The shifters are afraid to cross into our territory. Aunt Tillie has rigged so many shifter booby traps in the woods I’ve lost count. The shifters are terrified of coming near her.”

      “Which is another reason Barney is safe here,” Winnie added. “I don’t know what to think about this cottage. Would an apex vampire live in a cottage?”

      “It’s impossible to know what they do,” Evan said. “It’s best we take a look. You know, just in case.”

      I hesitated and then nodded, letting out a breath. “Yeah, just in case.”

      

      WE TOOK TWO VEHICLES. LANDON WAS torn about staying behind to make sure the bear didn’t get into trouble, but when Barney plopped down outside the greenhouse for a nap, he decided whatever we had cooking was worse. Terry promised to watch Barney, something Winnie found funny, so that freed our group to go to Hollow Creek.

      “I still don’t understand what you were doing here,” Bay complained to Tillie when we exited our vehicles. “You said we had to avoid this area.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Tillie snapped. “I’m an adult. I do what I want.”

      “Yeah, that’s not terrifying or anything,” Landon groused.

      “Shut it.” Tillie moved toward the water. “Just be careful crossing. Make sure to follow my path exactly. Don’t deviate or wander.”

      I pulled up short, confused, and then watched with dumbfounded disbelief as the water parted to allow Tillie to cross without getting wet. “What in the hell?”

      “The water in this section has always been deceptively low,” Bay explained. “But I’ve never seen her do this.” Suspicion danced through Bay’s eyes as she followed her great-aunt. “Why don’t you want us to wander?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve been worried about another faction moving in and trying to take over this area and leave it at that,” Tillie harrumphed.

      “Yeah, I don’t think I’m going to leave it at that.” Bay’s eyes drifted to the right. She seemed to be focusing on something specific. When I followed her gaze, I saw a glimmer that seemed out of place.

      Then it hit me. “She’s booby-trapped this entire area.”

      Tillie kept her attention forward, but I saw her shoulders hop. Was she laughing?

      “Hawthorne Hollow is being watched,” Tillie said when she reached the other bank, waiting for us to catch up. “Yolanda’s shifters are going to branch out. Shadow Hills and Hemlock Cove make ideal hiding locations. They’re magical strongholds with plenty of places for people to hide now that winter is settling in.”

      She had a point. Still, I remained confused. “The shifters fear you. Why would they come here?”

      “Just because they’re afraid doesn’t mean some won’t try to take us on,” she said. It was rare to think of her as practical. “I’m making sure that they’re dissuaded of that notion. If they try to settle here to hide during the winter, they’ve got a rude awakening coming.”

      I wanted to ask what sort of traps she’d set, but I opted to let it go. If there was one thing Tillie was good at, it was protecting the people she held dear. Even the people she hated would be protected, because Tillie didn’t want anybody torturing her enemies but her.

      “Well, at least you were thinking ahead.” I grinned at her. “Nobody can ever say you’re not prepared.”

      “No, nobody can ever say that,” she agreed. “This way.” She motioned for us to follow.

      The hill heading up on this side was steep. Even though Tillie would never use her age as a crutch—unless she was trying to get out of trouble—her progress was slow. I had to bite back a laugh when Evan grabbed her around the waist, lifted her off her feet, and carried her up the hill.

      I chuckled as we followed, but the laughter died when we emerged in a small clearing, a cottage nestled in the middle. It was pink and purple, with gingerbread trim, and it had no business being in the middle of nowhere.

      “Well, this definitely wasn’t here before,” Landon announced. He looked as dumbfounded as I felt. “Last year, there was a pot field here. It burned.”

      I stepped forward, debating how I wanted to approach. Should I knock? It seemed rude not to knock. While I was deciding, the door swung open. The figure that emerged was not the apex vampire.

      “I should’ve figured you’d find your way here eventually,” Bixby announced. The minion, short and squat and resembling an angry potato, glared at me.

      “Hello, Skidmark,” I drawled. This shouldn’t have been a surprise … and yet it was. “I can’t believe you’re still alive.”

      “Funny,” he replied. “I was about to say the same about you.” He ushered us toward the door. “My mistress is expecting you.”

      Oh, well, that wasn’t ominous or anything.
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      Inside the cottage, everything was the color of cotton candy. In the center of the room, Esther rocked in a chair and smiled while knitting.

      “Well, this is a nice surprise,” she exclaimed. “Frankly, I expected you sooner, though.”

      “Sorry, we didn’t think to look where a pot field used to be,” I drawled. The cottage bugged me on so many levels I didn’t know where to start. “What’s with all the pink?”

      “Pink is a warm color. It’s inviting.”

      “It’s freaky.” I shook my head. “I have questions.”

      “Of course you do.” Esther gestured to the couch that took up one entire side of the room. “Get comfortable. Bixby, my love, will you get our guests some drinks?”

      Bixby gave me a wide berth as he crossed to a hallway. From the outside, the cottage looked no bigger than the hunting lodge we’d visited the previous day. Inside, it looked as if Esther and the minion had more than enough room to spread out. “What do you want?” he rasped.

      “Nothing from you,” I replied. “I’d rather not drink poison before lunch.”

      Esther snickered. “He won’t poison you. He knows that wouldn’t go over well.”

      “I’m still good.” I plopped down on the couch, making a face when the fabric molded to my bottom and backside to ensure I was as comfortable as possible. “What’s with this cottage?”

      “This is my home,” Esther replied.

      “It wasn’t here before,” Landon said. He remained close to Bay but his curiosity regarding the apex was obvious. “How did you manage to build a cottage without anybody noticing?”

      “The cottage was built centuries ago,” Esther replied. “I just moved it here for a temporary stay.”

      Things became clearer. “You shifted it between planes.”

      She nodded. “I believe that’s something you’re capable of too.”

      “Maybe.” I didn’t want to admit what I was capable of until we knew more about the apex. “Why did you settle here?”

      “I thought about settling in Hawthorne Hollow, but it seemed like a bad idea with all the activity there,” she replied. She didn’t look bothered in the least by our group taking over her space. “I didn’t want to draw the attention of the shifters. Even though they are no danger to me, announcing my presence in gauche fashion seemed a bad idea.”

      Gunner and Evan positioned themselves on either side of me. It was a protective move, but when I risked a glance at Evan, he appeared entranced by the apex. It was as if he was seeing a unicorn for the first time.

      “That still doesn’t explain why you decided on Hemlock Cove,” I pressed.

      “Hemlock Cove is a magical place,” Esther replied. “The boundaries are well protected. As is the creek.” Her eyes twinkled when they landed on Tillie. “Your shifter traps are quite ingenious. I’m a big fan of the one that turns shifters into tutu-wearing ballerinas and forces them to dance.”

      I was incredulous. “That’s the trap you set by the creek?”

      Tillie shrugged. “One of them.”

      “She’s set traps all over town,” Esther offered. “She’s been a busy little beaver. Most of them are geared toward shifters. All of them are imaginative.”

      “I have a gift,” Tillie readily agreed.

      “You certainly do.” Esther winked at her before turning back to me. “You’re smart in the friends you select. You weren’t always, of course. You made some very poor choices when you were younger. I’ve been watching you, however, and age has given you better judgement.”

      “Is that supposed to be a compliment?” I asked.

      “You may take it however you wish.” Esther shifted in her chair. “Now, I’m certain you have questions.”

      “Oh, I have a lot of questions,” I agreed. “For one, what are you doing with that little monster?” I nodded toward Bixby, who glowered at me from the corner.

      “I understand that you have an unfortunate relationship with him,” Esther acknowledged. “Much like you, he showed bad taste selecting previous friends. We’re working on that.”

      I snorted. “Bad taste? That little schmuck tried to kill me twice.”

      “He tried to serve a specific master, and that led him to you. There’s a difference.”

      I folded my arms across my chest and glared at the minion. “He can’t be trusted.”

      “I believe otherwise.” Esther’s smile was benign. “Either way, I’m not too worried if he does move on you. I believe you’ve demonstrated that you can handle him.”

      That was true. “I guess it doesn’t matter.” I shot Bixby one more warning look and then turned to the business of the day. “Are you really an apex?”

      Esther turned her smirk on Evan, likely figuring he was the one who supplied me with the term. “I’m impressed you know that word. I was wondering. Your rise through the vampire ranks threw everyone for a loop. It impressed as much as it terrified.”

      “I’m sure,” Evan agreed. “Nobody believed it as it was happening.”

      “The witch in you allowed for some interesting manifestations,” Esther noted. “My understanding is that your witch side was dormant until triggered by the change.”

      Evan hesitated and then nodded. “I had a few minor abilities. I was told that the witch allowed for the sort of transformation that gave me the power of a born vampire.”

      “That’s true. Your strength was off the charts. It was your ability to think that most impressed the others.”

      “I don’t know that I always had control over what I thought,” Evan hedged.

      “Oh, but you did.” Esther bobbed her dark head. “Even when your thirst insisted you hunt your friend and kill her, your mind wouldn’t allow it. I was watching you because I knew of the prophecy. Those things can go sideways a million different ways. I figured if you managed to keep your end of the bargain, it was possible the rest would come true. You didn’t disappoint.”

      “You knew I would … change … him?” I asked.

      “The prophecy wasn’t that specific,” Esther replied. “All I knew was that you would partner with a day-walking vampire and a shifter to win the war. I didn’t know how the vampire part would come about. Then word began to spread regarding what happened at your family farm.”

      I swallowed hard. “Were you there too?”

      “In a sense.” She linked her fingers and rested them on her lap. Her fingernails were abnormally long and sharp. “I shifted planes that day. I was on one with a wall so thin you can see through it. I didn’t want the vampires to sense my presence. I wanted to see how you handled Evan.

      “I thought you would kill him,” she continued. “I had no idea, at the time, that he was the vampire of the prophecy. The moment you used that dust, I realized what was about to happen. You didn’t just change Evan, you restored him.”

      “He’s not the same man he used to be,” I argued. “I mean … he is, but he’s also not.”

      “You can’t cure a vampire, and yet you did the next best thing,” Esther insisted. “Evan breathes. His heart beats. He’s a man, who just so happens to be more. He is the beginning of something new.”

      “Yeah, I’ve heard that before.” I rolled my neck until it cracked. “This prophecy you mentioned, we hadn’t heard about it until recently. Will it come to fruition?”

      Esther hesitated, her nose wrinkling. “It’s the preferable outcome. Your problem is that prophecies rarely come to fruition because so many people want to change them. To win this war, you’ll need to fight off every incursion thrown at you. Do I believe that’s possible? Yes. Do I believe it’s probable? That’s more difficult to answer.”

      Next to me, Gunner went rigid. “If you can plane jump and look between worlds, you can help us,” he said. “You can tell us where my mother is. If we end her, the threat is gone.”

      Esther almost looked pitying as her eyes roamed Gunner’s handsome face. “Your mother is merely a pawn in a very long-running chess game. I know it might seem like your involvement in this was only secured because of her presence, but that’s not true. If it wasn’t her, it would’ve been someone else.”

      “But she’s the reason we have the prophecy,” Gunner argued. “Without her visit to Mama Moon, we wouldn’t know any of what’s to come.”

      “While it’s true that her obsession with pure blood packs set a certain chain of events in motion, you can’t evade the battle by taking her off the board,” Esther countered. “She became involved with the wrong people. Her mind was … always susceptible to suggestion.”

      “I think she means that your mother was primed to be a cult member regardless,” Tillie offered. “She just happened to join a cult dangerous to all of us.”

      “That’s an interesting way of looking at it.” Esther puffed out a laugh. “Yolanda’s mind is murky. She has never been able to see the sun through the clouds. Her time spent in the hospital only made things worse.”

      “It’s not as if she could be allowed to roam free,” Landon countered. “She was a danger to Gunner. She tried to kill her own child to stop a prophecy. I very much doubt she was going to give up because she lost the first battle.”

      “Oh, you misunderstand.” Esther waved off the statement as if swatting at pesky gnats. “Yolanda had to be locked up. I don’t deny that. Her time in the hospital allowed her to fixate in a way that altered her forever. I doubt that she could’ve been helped before she went into the hospital. Once she was locked away, however, her path was set.”

      Realization dawned on me. “You’re saying we shouldn’t kill Yolanda.”

      Gunner immediately started shaking his head. “She has to die.”

      “It’s not my place to say who should live or die,” Esther said.

      “Then why are you here?” Bay demanded. She’d been quiet for the duration of the conversation. “If you’re not here to influence the outcome, there must be another reason.”

      Esther graced Bay with a beatific smile. “You, my little witch, are turning into something special. I’ve been watching you for a long time. I was worried given your main influence was her, but somehow, you’ve managed to emerge as a true power … and you’ll only get better.”

      “Are you talking about me?” Tillie demanded. “I was a terrific influence.”

      Esther chuckled. “Your power and wit have always been sources of amusement. You have a place in what’s to come too. However, your great-niece will be one of the central figures. She will continue to grow. Your place at her side is set. You are not the central figure in your family any longer.”

      Tillie’s mouth dropped open. “That is the meanest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

      Esther laughed again. “I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know. You have guided Bay with a firm hand. You’ve done a great job, but you won’t have a say in how it plays out. Perhaps it’s time to cede your throne.”

      “Yeah, I’m good.” Tillie’s lower lip jutted out. “I don’t like her,” she whispered to Bay. “We should go. She’s crazy.”

      Bay ignored her great-aunt. “If I’m supposed to be part of this, why am I not mentioned in the prophecy?”

      “Because your involvement will ultimately be tangential. You have your own fight coming, and when it comes, Scout will be there. She will be tangential to your story. This story, however, belongs to Scout.”

      “Oh, good,” I muttered. “That doesn’t sound daunting in the least.”

      “Don’t be a drama queen,” Esther chided. “You already know you’re the central figure in this. You might not want to acknowledge it, but you’re well aware there’s no turning back.” Her gaze landed on Gunner and Evan in turn. “There’s no turning back for you either.”

      “Where Scout goes, I go,” Gunner declared. “I want to know why you’re protecting my mother. She’s more than earned whatever death we want to dole out to her.”

      “I’m not protecting her,” Esther replied. She almost looked sad. “Yolanda will not see the end of this battle. There is no thread that has her living and emerging on the other side. I’m merely saying that your focus shouldn’t be on killing Yolanda. In the grand scheme of things, she is not important to your tale.”

      “Meaning what?” I asked.

      “This battle is supposed to be played out on this plane, by your armies.” Esther broke off, seemingly searching for words. “As an apex, it’s my job to observe. We’re higher beings, much like some of the gods of old. We’re not supposed to get involved.”

      That’s when the final piece of the puzzle slipped into place. “You think one of your higher beings has gotten involved, but on the other side.”

      Esther was resigned when she nodded. “The signs have been there for more than a year now. I should caution, I have no idea who is involved. That is shrouded, which means a great deal of magic is being expended to protect the individual at the center of this. I am here to balance the scales, but only if it becomes necessary.”

      “You’re here to fight on our side if this other higher being shows itself,” Bay surmised. “You’re here to take on the god … or apex … or whatever it is.”

      “Essentially, yes.” All traces of mirth were gone as Esther leaned forward. “I cannot help you. I cannot serve as a guide. All I can do is try to fend off any of my brethren who try to insert themselves into your war. That is the extent of my involvement.”

      My eyes flicked back to Bixby. “How did you end up with him?”

      “His part in this tale isn’t finished,” Esther replied. “It was best I show him the light before he embraced the darkness. His greatest fear is failure. He was born to serve, but not all masters are created equal.”

      I grasped the message. I’d let Bixby escape twice when I could’ve killed him because I’d seen something of what she was saying. That didn’t mean I trusted him.

      “He’ll turn on you,” I warned. “If something better comes along, he’ll turn on you. Be prepared.”

      “Oh, there’s nothing better than me. Isn’t that right, beloved?” she asked the minion.

      He grunted in response.

      “If all of this was foretold, what does that mean for us?” Evan asked.

      “You’re asking if your futures are now set in stone,” Esther surmised. “They’re not. I don’t know how this will work out. It would’ve been better if you hadn’t found out about the prophecy.

      “On one hand, you might give more thought to your choices, and you’ll have a tendency to be less reckless,” she said, her eyes on me. “On the other, you might assume anything you do will lead to victory. There are still choices that will influence the outcome.”

      It was what Mama Moon had said, and it carried weight. “What do we do now?” I asked. “What do you want us to do?”

      “I don’t want you to do anything. As I said, I’m an observer. I’m not here to lead you. I’m simply here to intervene if—or rather when—a bigger threat becomes apparent. What you do is completely up to you.”

      That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. “So you’re useless.”

      Esther burst out laughing. “You have such a sunny outlook on life, Scout. It’s difficult to understand how you don’t already grasp this, but here goes.” She leveled a serious gaze on me. “You, my dear, already have all the tools you need to win. You just need to figure out how to use them.”

      That was easier said than done. “You should know that I hate cryptic people,” I warned. “We’re not going to be buddies.”

      “I’m okay with that.”

      Was I? Knowledge was important, and we had more of it now, but what would it mean going forward?
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      I didn’t say much as we left the cottage. Esther offered us dinner, but nobody wanted to risk eating anything prepared by Bixby. He walked us out, a sneer on his face. Despite Esther’s apparent need to save him, he seemed a lost cause.

      “There’s no need to come back,” he said at the top of the hill overlooking the creek.

      “Thanks for your hospitality, Skidmark,” I said. “I can’t tell you how much I enjoy our conversations.”

      “You’re going to lose, no matter what she says.”

      “Thanks for your support.” I shot him a sarcastic wink.

      “Listen, little monster, I need you to be aware of something.” Evan planted himself in front of Bixby. He towered over the minion, and when he bared his fangs, he was terrifying enough that Bixby shrank back. “If you turn on her, I will find you. Nothing will stop me from ending you if you betray her.”

      I cast Evan a curious look but didn’t ask the obvious question. That could wait.

      “I would never turn on my master.” Bixby was the picture of innocence. “How could you suggest such a thing?”

      Evan leaned over and looked directly into Bixby’s eyes. “She’s not telling us everything. I can hazard a guess at what she’s hiding. She wasn’t lying about why she’s here, though. She’s afraid the prophecy means the scales will be unbalanced. If you work against her, I will end you.”

      Bixby straightened. “Noted.”

      Evan turned on his heel. “Come on, Tillie. Hop on.” He lowered himself so the Winchester matriarch could climb on his back.

      Tillie scowled. “I’m capable of walking.”

      “It will be quicker this way. Pretend I’m your steed.”

      “Well, I do like that.” Tillie hopped on and immediately started bucking. “Charge.”

      “You should come to dinner at the inn,” Bay said as we watched them descend toward the creek. “We should talk about this.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I want to check on Barney anyway.”

      “It’s going to be okay.” She squeezed my arm. “I know this is a lot, but you can handle it.”

      “We’ll be handling it together,” Gunner said as he took my hand.

      “Of course.” Bay smiled at him. “My mother mentioned making pot roast.”

      Gunner brightened considerably. “Nobody makes pot roast like your mother.”

      “I thought that would make you happy.” Bay kept pace with me as we followed Evan and Tillie down the hill. “I think you can trust her, if that’s any consolation.”

      I’d gotten that feeling too. “She didn’t lie to us and say she would help. She’s not here for us. She’s after whatever is helping Yolanda’s group.”

      “She is, but when the chips are down, she might get involved.”

      “I don’t think we can count on that.” In truth, I didn’t want to rely on somebody else. I wanted this to be my fight and nobody else’s. “We need to come up with a plan that revolves around us, not her.”

      “Any ideas on how you want to start?”

      “I have one.” I focused on Tillie’s back as she and Evan started across the creek. “Tillie may be on to something with her booby traps.”

      Bay’s eyes went wide. “Hawthorne Hollow is crawling with shifters who aren’t working with the enemy. How are you going to set traps and not snag the innocent in the process?”

      I could think of only one way. “Let me worry about that.”

      

      “THAT BARNEY IS AN ABSOLUTE DELIGHT,” Twila Winchester announced when she emerged through the swinging door that separated the kitchen from the inn dining room. “I’ve always wanted a pet bear. Can we keep him?”

      “Yes,” Tillie answered without hesitation from her spot at the head of the table.

      “No,” Landon and Chief Terry barked in unison.

      Winnie chuckled as she placed a platter of warm bread in front of Gunner and me. “It’s best if he just visits for a bit,” she countered.

      Gunner and Landon dug into the pot roast like starving adventurers stranded in the Arctic for a week. I waited until they were finished before adding a healthy dollop of pot roast to my plate.

      “Everybody is quiet,” Winnie noted. “I only heard the Cliffs Notes version of what happened at Hollow Creek. Maybe we should talk about it.”

      Bay darted a look to me. When I didn’t respond, she took control of the conversation. “There are a few things we need to discuss, including the fact that Aunt Tillie has been setting booby traps all over Hemlock Cove.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing,” Tillie argued. “Protecting my family is a good thing.”

      “You would think that.” Bay’s expression was stern. “I’m worried a random shifter might come through town and find himself caught in one of them. Not all shifters are evil.” She gestured to Gunner. “What happens if he needs to take a trip through the woods for something and gets caught?”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Tillie replied. “He’s not my target.”

      Bay glared at her great-aunt. “That’s not the point. You’ve set more traps than I can count. Not all of them go off without a hitch.”

      “Stop whining.” Tillie turned her eyes to Winnie. “Control your offspring. She’s already on my list. I’ll move her to the top if she’s not careful.”

      “You’re just angry because that woman said Bay was the big power in the area and it was time for you to embrace your role as a sidekick,” Landon shot back. “You’re being the baby.”

      “Hey!” Tillie jabbed a finger in Landon’s direction. “I will curse you into next Tuesday if you open your mouth again.”

      Winnie cast Tillie a quelling look. “Let’s not make dinner unpleasant for everybody, okay? It’s a nice night. Let’s have a nice dinner.”

      Apparently, Winnie was still riding high from the bear visit, because I’d never known her to be so calm.

      “Are you a pod person or something?” Bay demanded. “Why aren’t you threatening Aunt Tillie? What’s up with you?”

      “I’m just trying to have a nice dinner,” Winnie snapped. “Why is that not allowed?”

      “Nobody said it’s not allowed,” Bay replied. “We have a real problem. In fact—” Before she could finish, the sound of footsteps on the hardwood floors drew our attention to the doorway that led to the front of the inn. It was the middle of the week, and the Winchesters had no bookings. Anybody wandering around the inn would be considered an unexpected guest.

      Winnie plastered a welcoming smile on her face, but when a familiar individual appeared in the doorway, it disappeared in an instant. “Margaret,” she said dourly.

      Margaret Little was a constant thorn in the derrière of each and every Winchester. Even though Tillie and Bay seemed to be her primary targets, there was no love to be had for the women around the Winchester dining room table. I couldn’t ever remember seeing her at The Overlook.

      “What are you doing here, pit stain?” Tillie demanded of her arch nemesis. “Nobody invited you.”

      “This is a business,” Margaret replied. “That means the front door is always open, unless I’m mistaken.”

      “The front door is always open for guests,” Winnie replied. “You are not a guest.”

      “Whatever.” Margaret looked tired and devoid of humor. That was her normal demeanor, however, so I wasn’t surprised that she seemed to be going through some sort of ordeal. “I’m here to talk about the bear.”

      I straightened in my chair. Margaret fancied herself the mayor of Hemlock Cove. If she was about to cause a scene, Barney would have to be relocated.

      “How do you know about that?” Bay demanded, anger flushing her features. “Have you been spying on us?”

      Margaret rolled her eyes. “I have no interest in spying on you. In fact, if I never saw any of you again, it would be the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “Right back at you,” Tillie snapped. “If you haven’t been spying on us, how do you know about the bear? Also, I categorically deny we have a bear. If you’re wearing a wire, I want to speak clearly on the record. There is no bear.”

      Winnie shot her aunt a look. “The bear is being housed on the grounds for a few days, Margaret. It won’t be anywhere near town, and we have no guests. I’m not sure what the trouble is.”

      “You can’t have a bear for a pet,” Margaret fired back.

      “The bear isn’t a pet.” I’d seen the expression Winnie now boasted before and it terrified me. “If that’s all, Margaret, we’re in the middle of dinner.”

      “That’s not all,” Margaret snapped. “A bear is a dangerous animal. You can’t have it around people.” She focused on Terry. “You’re the chief of police. Get rid of it.”

      “I’m going to eat my dinner,” Terry replied evenly.

      “No, you’re going to go out there and shoot it,” Margaret insisted. “If you don’t, I’ll file a complaint with the state police.”

      “I’ve already put in a report with the state police,” Landon volunteered, taking everybody by surprise. “They’re aware there’s a bear on the grounds and that it will not be interacting with the public. If you have a problem with that, take it up with my boss in the morning.”

      Margaret’s eyebrows rose.

      “This is private property, Margaret,” Landon added. “You should leave.”

      “I’ll have your badge when this is over,” Margaret hissed. “Maybe two badges. How does that sound, Terry?”

      “It sounds like you’re worked up,” Terry replied. He didn’t look all that bothered by the threat. “If you weren’t spying, how do you know about the bear? That thing hasn’t left the backyard all day.”

      “That’s not important.” Margaret averted her gaze. “Let’s just say a concerned citizen brought it to my attention.”

      “Concerned citizen?” Bay wasn’t going to settle for that, and her tone served as a warning. “What concerned citizen?”

      “A new friend I’ve made.”

      “You don’t have friends,” Tillie said derisively.

      “I do,” Margaret shot back. “I met her three days ago. She’s delightful company. In fact, Yolanda is ten times the company you could ever be.”

      I froze at the name.

      “Yolanda?” Landon prodded, his gaze bouncing between Gunner and me before he stood. “Where did you meet this Yolanda?”

      “Why do you care?” Margaret snapped.

      “She’s here,” I said as I tossed my napkin on the table and got to my feet. “I bet she’s outside right now.”

      “Where are you going?” Margaret made a grab for my arm, but I shrugged her off. “Don’t you dare be rude to her! I will have you banned from this town if you’re not careful.”

      I ignored her and cut through the inn to the front door. I felt Gunner behind me. I had no doubt that Evan, Landon, and Bay were following too.

      When I exited the door, I had to narrow my eyes to search the parking lot. The Overlook was warded to the nth degree, and sure enough, Yolanda hadn’t been able to cross the wards. She was on the road at the far end of the lot, laughing.

      “I should’ve known she wouldn’t be able to pull it off without mentioning my name,” Yolanda cackled as we approached. “She’s funny, but not all that smart.”

      I extended a hand to keep Gunner from crossing the wards. If he emerged from the protection the Winchesters had built, Yolanda would attack him. “What do you want?” I asked, my eyes immediately going to the trees on the other side of the road. I had trouble believing Yolanda would risk coming here without backup. Given Tillie’s traps, however, she might’ve had no choice.

      “I just wanted to check in with my baby boy,” she cooed as she regarded her son. “I told you I would get out again, Graham Jr. I promised we would be a family again, and here I am.”

      “You’re not my family,” Gunner shot back. “And don’t call me Graham Jr. I hate that!”

      “It’s your name,” Yolanda countered. Her eyes were wild, indicating she’d been overdosing on conspiracy theories and evil plans … and maybe a little meth give her pupil dilation. “I didn’t want to name you after your father. It just sort of worked out that way.”

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I supplied, drawing Yolanda’s eyes to me. It was better her bile be directed at me. “As for the bear, give it up. You’re not touching him.”

      “Oh, we’ll get that bear.” Yolanda sobered. “Karma is a vicious beast, and Mama Moon has some coming her way.”

      “The bear is under the protection of the Winchesters,” I said. “If you come after it, you’ll get more than you bargained for.”

      “If you’re talking about that old witch, I’m not afraid of her.”

      “You should be,” Bay fired back. “You should be afraid of me even more. You don’t belong here.”

      Yolanda tried to stare Bay down, but it didn’t work. “Calm down,” she said finally. “There’s no reason to be so dramatic. I’m not here to do your family any harm. If you give me the bear, I’ll be on my way.”

      “No.” Bay’s response was succinct.

      Yolanda was incredulous. “Do you want to die?”

      “You’re no threat to me.” Bay sneered. “In fact, you’re not even the big threat in all of this. You’re just a sad woman who never had control of her own thoughts. I can’t help you with that. You’re lost. But if you move on my family, you’ll find out how big of a mistake you’ve made.”

      Yolanda narrowed her eyes. “Was that a threat?”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re not in the best position to throw your weight around,” Landon interjected, his hand landing on Bay’s shoulder. “I’m an FBI agent. You escaped from a mental hospital. I’m well within my rights to take you into custody.”

      Yolanda’s cackle was eerie. “You can try.”

      “I won’t, because I know it’s better for you to be on the outside,” Landon replied. “That will make it easier when Scout and Gunner decide to end you.”

      Yolanda’s expression momentarily darkened, but she recovered quickly. “Just give me the bear,” she cajoled. “We have no interest in messing with any of you right now. If you give us the bear, we’ll go.”

      “You’re not getting the bear,” Gunner said. “We’ll make you an offer instead. If you want to survive this, turn yourself in now and go back to the hospital. Otherwise, there’s nothing we can do for you.”

      “You really should respect your mother, Graham Jr.,” Yolanda growled. “This disrespect won’t be tolerated.”

      “Give it up, Yolanda,” I said, slipping my hand into Gunner’s. “You’re not touching that bear. Making friends with Margaret Little won’t get you anywhere either. Trying to infiltrate Hemlock Cove will backfire spectacularly. You don’t have a move here.”

      “I think you’ll find you’re wrong.”

      “Show us,” I taunted. “Make us regret not kowtowing to you.” I waited. “Nothing? Why am I not surprised?”

      “This isn’t over,” Yolanda warned as she took a step back from the road and worked her way to the trees. “You’re going to regret not doing things my way.”

      “I’ll believe that when I see it.” I made a shooing motion with my free hand.

      “I’ll see you soon,” she threatened.
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      Gunner didn’t have much of an appetite after his mother’s visit—something Margaret continued to rave about when we returned to the dining room—so Winnie packed food for us to take home. The last thing I heard as we were leaving was Winnie explaining to Margaret that Yolanda was an escaped mental patient. Margaret didn’t take the news well.

      The drive home was quiet, and I sent Gunner in with the food so I could check the wards for signs that somebody had tried to cross. Everything looked okay, but that didn’t ease the anxiety tightening my chest.

      In the kitchen, I found Gunner staring at the food as Merlin rubbed against his legs and demanded some of our bounty for himself.

      “You should try to eat,” I announced as I took the food from Gunner and reached for a plate in the overhead cupboards. “You’ll be crabby if you don’t get something in your stomach.”

      Gunner lifted one eyebrow. “You didn’t eat either.”

      “Yes, but I’m an absolute delight, fed or not.”

      Gunner took the plate from me and shook his head. “I can’t eat right now. I don’t want you to waste prime leftovers when I can have that for lunch tomorrow and really enjoy it.”

      I placed the food in the refrigerator. When I turned back to him, every fault I’d ever registered about myself felt magnified. I loved him, but I was never good at talking about emotions.

      “What are you thinking?” we both blurted at the same time. The question was followed by laughter, and then sighs.

      “I don’t like that she was comfortable going to Hemlock Cove,” Gunner said. “If she tries to kill the Winchesters…” He left the statement hanging.

      “If she tries to kill the Winchesters, she has a rude awakening in her future,” I said. “They know how to take care of themselves. Don’t worry about them.”

      “Are you telling me you’re not worried about them?” Gunner was incredulous. “They’re like family.”

      “They’re badasses. Tillie will roast her where she stands, and Bay, well, she has a specific set of skills in her arsenal. Yolanda won’t know about those skills.”

      “Won’t she?” Gunner didn’t look convinced. “She has spies everywhere. It’s likely she has info on the Winchesters.”

      “There are a lot of rumors about the Winchesters out there, but Yolanda has to separate fact from fiction, and Tillie’s legacy looms large. They’ll be okay.”

      “But she was there tonight. She’s been watching them.”

      I was convinced he was wrong. “I think she followed us.”

      “What?” Gunner’s shoulders jerked. “Why would she do that?”

      “Because we have Barney. She’s determined to torture Mama Moon. She was hunting that bear today. The rest was coincidence.”

      Gunner turned thoughtful. “I hadn’t considered that.”

      “She’s not ready to move on us yet,” I added. “She was fine showing herself tonight because she wants to keep us rattled, but she’s nowhere near ready to put her plan into motion. We have time.”

      “Not if there’s another apex predator out there.”

      “I have questions about that,” I admitted. “If there are apex vampires, does that mean there are other apex creatures? Like … are there apex shifters?”

      “That’s the legend.” Gunner folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against the counter. “Our legends say apex shifters are so powerful that they can communicate in wolf form. They can do everything in their wolf forms that they can do in their human forms.”

      “So, like, dogs with opposable thumbs?”

      He shot me a warning look. “You’re not funny.”

      “I think I’m hilarious.” I sidled over to him and nudged his arms so he would open them. He immediately did, wrapping me tight as he rested his forehead against mine. “I need to know what you’re thinking about Yolanda,” I said in a low voice.

      “I don’t know what I’m thinking.”

      “You know that she has to die before it’s all said and done. I know that you have your own set of issues with her, but she’s still your mother. If you’re going to be upset, maybe we can find another solution.”

      “No,” Gunner insisted. “I want her dead.”

      “Are you sure? We can come up with another solution.”

      “There doesn’t need to be another solution. She’s nothing to me.”

      I knew better. “Are you saying that because you think you have to make a choice? If so … I’ll never make you choose between her and me.”

      “Okay, martyr.” Gunner cracked a smile and tickled my ribs, causing me to squirm. He was serious when he spoke again. “There is no choice, Scout. My relationship with her was over long before there was a you and me. I can’t just get over the fact that she tried to kill me.”

      “I just … no matter what you say, that woman gave birth to you. I have to think you have a few good memories from childhood.”

      “If I do, I buried them long ago.”

      “Well, you still have a say in the matter. If you want us to find a different outcome, I want to give you what you need.”

      “I only need you.” He buried his face in my hair. “Let’s not talk about Yolanda, huh?”

      “Okay. What do you want to talk about?”

      “I want to know what show you’re going to torture that minion with when you inevitably have to question him again. I thought Designing Women was an inspired choice. How can you top that?”

      I already had ideas on that front. “I’m torn between The Brady Bunch Hour and Hee Haw.”

      Gunner’s lips curved against my cheek. “Is The Brady Bunch Hour when they performed in those jumpsuits?”

      “Yup.”

      “That’s a winner.”

      “I’m prepared.”

      He started swaying. “Don’t worry about me,” he said in a low voice as he stroked my hair. “I know that’s hard to control, but it’s important to me.”

      I didn’t want to disappoint him. There was just one problem. “I’ll stop worrying about you just as soon as you stop worrying about me.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “It’s totally the same.”

      “Do as I say, not as I do.”

      I laughed, as I’m sure he’d intended. “So … situation normal?”

      “Pretty much.” He kissed my cheek. “I love you, Scout. I can’t help but worry. I see how tortured you are about what will eventually happen with my mother. Don’t dwell on it. My mother has to die. There’s no question about it. When she does, I won’t mourn her. The woman I considered a good mother died a really long time ago.”

      I patted his back. “Okay, but I’m still going to worry about you. That goes with this whole ‘loving you forever’ gig.”

      “Duly noted.”

      

      I SLEPT HARD, AND THE FIRST THING I did when I woke the next morning was check my feet to make sure I hadn’t gone outside while sleeping. They looked normal—and the pain from the previous day was gone—so I took that as a win.

      “Dad is on his way,” Gunner said from the doorway. He was shirtless, a towel slung low over his hips, and his hair wet. “I checked your feet. You’re good.”

      I frowned at him. “Why are you up so early? You’re usually whining for morning cuddles.” I knew I sounded disgruntled, but my mood was as dark as the gloom outside the window.

      “Not cuddles,” he countered. “Cuddles aren’t manly. I like my morning snuggles.”

      I smirked at his cheeky grin. “I’m serious. Why are you up?”

      “I have a bunch of crap to get through today, including winterizing our bikes and locking them up in the storage facility at the office.”

      I froze. “I thought we still had time.”

      “A few days at the most,” Gunner replied. “Snow is coming. There’s a possibility of it tonight. The bikes have to be put away.”

      I didn’t like that idea one bit. “Gunner…” What was I supposed to say? I didn’t want to come across as a complainer, but it was my bike for crying out loud.

      “I won’t risk you dying on the roads, Scout.” Gunner was firm. “You need to decide what to do about a vehicle. As much as I love you, I need my truck.”

      I scowled at my clean feet. I had known this was coming. “I thought I would get a snowmobile. That’s kind of like a bike. It’s just a bike on skis.”

      “I don’t have a problem with you getting a snowmobile,” Gunner replied reasonably. “In fact, we can shop for one this afternoon if you want. But you need snow to run them.”

      “You just said it was going to snow tonight.”

      “It’ll coat the roads and then melt. It will be icy, but that’s not enough to run a snowmobile. You need a vehicle.”

      Ugh. That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. “I guess that means I need a truck. I’m going to miss my bike.”

      “You can ride me when you’re feeling sad.” He winked. “Come on, the fact that Dad warned us he’s coming tells me that something has happened. You’ll want to be ready when he gets here, just in case we need to hit the ground running.”

      “This day already sucks,” I complained as I padded to the bathroom. “I can’t believe you’re taking my bike.”

      Gunner’s smile was flat. “You’ll live, baby. Actually, that’s the point of taking your bike for the next few months.”

      “When will I get it back? February?”

      He shook his head.

      “March?”

      “If you’re lucky. More likely April.”

      I was horrified. “Nobody warned me that I was going to lose my bike for five months when I moved to this godforsaken place,” I snapped.

      “Are you regretting your choice?” His question was pointed.

      “No, but the weather has to change. Maybe I can come up with a spell so I can ride my motorcycle despite the snow.”

      “You get right on that.” He pressed a kiss to my cheek. “I’ll be waiting here when you’re done.”

      

      GRAHAM BROUGHT FOOD FROM THE DINER. Hawthorne Hollow had a handful of restaurants. Breakfast food was breakfast food in my book, and since we hadn’t eaten much the night before, I was famished.

      “Where’s my grandson?” Graham demanded as Gunner and I rooted through the food.

      “Sleeping in the bedroom,” Gunner replied. “You can go in there.”

      “I’m not going into the sex den.” Graham made a face. “You two don’t strike me as the sort who wash your sheets weekly.”

      “I love you too, Dad.” Gunner poked his father in the ribs and sat. He took a huge bite of food, and then talked with his mouth full. “We have news you’re not going to like.”

      “If you’re pregnant, Scout, I’m thrilled. I’ll be a fabulous grandfather.”

      I made a face. “Yeah, you’ll have to wait a bit for that. There’s no way I would bring a baby into the mess we’ve got going.”

      Graham turned serious. “What did I miss?”

      “A few things,” I replied, debating where to start. “We met the apex yesterday. Her name is Esther, and she lives in a Hansel and Gretel cottage in Hemlock Cove. Apparently, she can shift her cottage between planes, and showed up there a few weeks ago.”

      Graham’s response was measured. “What does she want?”

      We filled him in on everything, including Barney’s relocation. When we got to the part about Yolanda showing up outside the inn, Graham looked as if he was about to explode.

      “Why didn’t Landon or Terry arrest her? We could have her back in that hospital.”

      “What good would that do?” Gunner asked. “I get that you don’t want her on the street, but her people would release her again.”

      “And that would put the hospital staff in danger,” I added. “She’s a wild card wherever she is. At least on the outside, we can kill her and get away with it.”

      Graham grumbled something I couldn’t make out.

      “I won’t let her hurt Gunner,” I promised. I wasn’t an expert on Graham, but I recognized his greatest fear was losing his son to the woman he’d had the bad sense to marry. I wanted to put him at ease.

      “I know you won’t.” Graham patted my hand. “I freaking hate her.”

      “We all do. For now, Barney is safe. She can’t cross the Winchester wards. Apparently, Tillie has filled the woods with booby traps designed specifically for shifters.”

      Graham brightened. “I’ve always liked that witch.”

      I snorted. He’d said the exact opposite before.

      “I assume you have news,” Gunner prodded his father. “That’s normally why you stop in with breakfast.”

      “I also like to see my grandson,” Graham said. He loved Merlin more than us sometimes. “We did find another body around dusk. A hunter from Bay City. He had a cabin near the lodges. Someone carved that symbol into him.”

      “How close to the lodge where the first body was discovered?”

      “By the road, a good eight minutes. Via the woods, more like two miles.”

      “So they’re out there.” It wasn’t a question. “They’re in that area, and they didn’t leave despite the fact that we discovered the body.”

      “That’s my guess,” Graham agreed. “They have some place there where they’re crashing. We need to find it.”

      “No, we need to find it.” I was immovable as Graham shot me a look. “No, don’t even.” I shook my head. “I know you have a job to do, but you don’t have enough men to take them on if you do find them. You need us.”

      “I’m not keen on my son going into a battle outnumbered.”

      “He’ll have me.”

      “You’re great,” Graham said. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to my son. But you’re only one person. If they take you out, what does that leave him?”

      Gunner growled. “Don’t even suggest that.”

      “I’m not saying I want it to happen,” Graham shot back. “I love her too. But sometimes she’s bold and reckless.”

      “That boldness and recklessness has kept me alive so far,” I reminded him. “I know that a war is coming. I’m prepared to face it. I promise I’ll keep Gunner safe.”

      “I hate when you talk about me like I’m not here,” Gunner groused. “I’m an adult. I can take care of myself.”

      I went back to my breakfast. “We’re going to come up with a plan before we do anything. Wandering the woods won’t do us any good. It has to be an organized search.”

      “You’ll check in with Rooster for that?” Graham asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Then I expect regular updates.”
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      We went to the Cauldron to check in with the team. There seemed to be an argument taking place, so instead of interrupting I hopped on a stool and watched the fallout.

      “I’m sick of her,” Marissa complained to Rooster as they sat in one of the back booths. It was obvious they hadn’t seen us come in. I didn’t have to ask who she was talking about. I had a gift when it came to deranging people.

      “You’re being unreasonable,” Rooster replied calmly.

      “You would say that. You’re on her side.”

      “I’m not taking sides.”

      “Oh, right.” I couldn’t make out Marissa’s face given the distance, but I could imagine that she’d just unleashed her pinched ferret imitation. “You always take her side. Ever since she got here, she’s been nothing but a nuisance. I want something done about it.”

      “Sure,” Rooster replied in amiable fashion. “Let’s list your grievances, shall we?”

      I offered Whistler a smile when he slid a glass of iced tea in front of me. We had serious things to worry about, but I could take five minutes to silently mock Marissa. I always had time for that.

      “What list of grievances?” Marissa demanded. “Whenever I go out on a job with her, I end up filthy and with a ruined outfit.”

      “As I recall, she’s ended up filthy a time or two.”

      “Only on the rare occasion when something unexpected happens. Otherwise, it’s always me. She comes out fresh and smelling like a daisy. You let her get away with murder. She waltzed in here from Detroit, swung her hips around, enticed Gunner, and made every man in our group fall in love with her.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s a gross exaggeration,” Rooster countered. “At most I think of her as a good friend.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek and darted a look to Gunner to gauge his response. He looked as amused as I felt.

      “Enough is enough,” Marissa insisted. “I have more seniority. I’m her superior. You need to make that clear to her.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen.” Rooster leaned back in his seat. “Marissa, I’m about to tell you something you don’t want to hear.”

      “I knew you were having an affair with her!”

      Rooster pretended she hadn’t spoken. “Scout is an asset to our group. She’s been an asset since she marched through the door. Unlike you, she doesn’t complain when I send her on assignments.” He appeared to rethink that assessment almost immediately. “Or when she does complain, she gets it out of her system quickly. She does the job.”

      “Are you implying I don’t?” Marissa demanded.

      “I’m saying that you’re not as valuable as a team member.” Rooster was matter of fact. “It’s not just that Scout is more powerful, she also has the sort of instincts we need. You never put yourself at risk when the big cases bubble up.”

      Marissa made a sound like a whining cat. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

      “It’s the truth,” Rooster insisted. “Scout is necessary to our operation. You keep treating her like she’s a temporary addition. She’s staying.”

      “If you would enforce fraternization rules, she would leave.”

      It took me a moment to grasp what she was suggesting. “There are fraternization rules?” I asked Gunner.

      “I think they’re on the books,” he replied, “but nobody enforces them. Don’t worry.”

      “I don’t care that she’s with Gunner,” Rooster shot back. “You’ve always had a thing for Gunner, even though he’s never showed as much as a passing interest in you.”

      “That’s not true! We had something. She swooped in and ruined it.”

      “If you want to keep deluding yourself, that’s completely up to you,” Rooster said in his utterly reasonable fashion. “I don’t really care what you believe. I care what I know, and what I know is that Scout is not only a full member of this team, she’s the heart of it. If you keep pushing, I guarantee Scout won’t be the one going.”

      Even I was shocked that he put it out there like that. When I craned my neck to see the look on Marissa’s face, I found red-faced rage as she worked her mouth like a guppy.

      “I don’t think that’s how she saw things going,” Gunner said.

      When Rooster turned to the bar—his favorite stool waiting for him—he hiked an eyebrow to acknowledge our arrival. “You two are unusually quiet this morning,” he noted.

      “We’re ninjas,” I said. Even though I wanted to laugh because Marissa looked as if she was about to explode on the other side of the room, part of me felt guilty. “Maybe I took it a bit too far with the jackalope that time. The wood imp really was an accident. I thought I’d roasted them long enough that it would be an ash problem. Nobody expected a blood and guts problem.”

      “I don’t really care,” Rooster replied as he accepted a beer from Whistler. I didn’t know him to be a morning drinker, but it was possible his conversation with Marissa had changed his mind today. “She needs to get over herself. This is a dirty job.”

      “It’s about to get dirtier,” Gunner said. “My father stopped by for breakfast this morning.”

      “Your father is a regular visitor these days. You guys have formed a nuclear family, something I never would’ve imagined six months ago.”

      “You and me both.” Gunner smiled. “Anyway, they found another body on the hunting trails not far from the lodges. A Bay City guy who had a cabin. Someone carved a symbol into him.”

      “Well, that’s not good.” Rooster was grim. “What do you want to do?”

      “I was hoping you had a map,” I replied. “I’d like to plot out a search grid. Then I want to take Evan and Gunner out there to start knocking.”

      Rooster slid off his stool and disappeared inside the office Whistler kept at the back of the bar. He returned with a large map. “What are you specifically looking for?” He spread the map out on the pool table.

      “I don’t think it’s far from the murder sites,” I replied. “How many bodies of water are out there?”

      “There’s a lot of ground to cover in that area,” Rooster said. “If they’re out there, they can easily cover thirty miles if they’re motivated.”

      That was a bummer, but I wasn’t ready to let it go. “The Cedar River is a big body of water.”

      “It runs for miles and miles. That’s some thick woods out there too. Not everybody will be happy to find you knocking on their doors.”

      “Meaning?”

      “There are a lot of interesting folks out there,” Gunner replied. “Some are farmers. Some grow pot. There are people cooking meth out there. There are people who prefer others mind their own business. The deeper you get into those woods, the kookier the people get.”

      “Show me on the map where the two bodies were found,” I instructed.

      “Here’s where Walter was found.” Gunner moved one of the pool chalk cubes to the spot. “My father didn’t give an exact location for the other guy, but this is about where he was found.”

      My forehead creased as I stared at the map. “They’re both along the Cedar River,” I said.

      “The river runs more than eleven miles and feeds into the Elk River chain,” Rooster volunteered. “You can’t just show up at each house out there and expect them to welcome you with open arms.”

      “I’m pretty charming,” I countered. “People like me.”

      “I don’t,” Marissa spat from the booth she refused to leave.

      “People other than Marissa like me,” I clarified, trying to hide my grin. “I can be persuasive.”

      “What happens if you stumble upon Yolanda’s pack?” Rooster asked.

      “I’ll probably kill the ones closest to me and run.”

      “And if they get their hands on you?”

      “I’ll kill them all.” I didn’t understand why he was asking the question. “Rooster, don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself. I’ll have Gunner and Evan with me.”

      “That’s all well and good, but it still feels like a risk.”

      “It’s one we have to take.” I’d already made up my mind. “We have to do it. We have nowhere else to look right now. We need a lead.”

      “Fine.” Rooster’s eyes darted to the door when it opened. It was early for a local to enter the bar. “What in the hell?”

      Ruthie “Raisin” Morton was supposed to be in school today. The teenager had a mouth, and she liked to run it. She was Rooster’s surrogate daughter. He’d taken an interest in her when her father tried to kill her and her grandmother. Ever since, he’d been trying to enforce rules in Raisin’s life.

      It wasn’t going well.

      “Here everybody is,” Raisin sang out. Her arm was tucked through that of another teenager I didn’t recognize. He was tall—practically Gunner’s height—and used way too much mousse in his hair.

      “Why aren’t you in school?” Rooster demanded.

      “It’s an in-session day for teachers,” Raisin replied smoothly.

      “The teachers have to go, but we don’t,” the boy added. “They’re such suckers.”

      “Awesome,” Gunner intoned.

      The way Rooster and Gunner—and Whistler from behind the bar—stared at the kid, it was obvious he had a rough road ahead of him. “Who’s your friend?” I asked.

      “I’m so glad you asked, Scout,” Raisin purred in a voice far older than her years. She was clearly putting on a show. “This is Mason Hoult. He’s the love of my life.”

      Mason’s cheeks flushed. “Um … I just came with you because I was hoping to get a beer.” He eyed Whistler hopefully.

      “Sure,” Whistler deadpanned. “Show me some ID.”

      “I was told you guys were cool.”

      “Who told you we were cool?” I asked. “We’re the opposite of cool.”

      Mason shot a questioning look at Raisin. “What the hell?”

      Raisin didn’t seem bothered in the least that the guy was proving himself to be a douche and a half. She was thrilled with his bad attitude and overall stupidity. “It can’t hurt to give him a drink,” she wheedled Whistler. “He’s not driving or anything.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Rooster looked close to exploding. “Are you seriously kidding me right now?”

      “He’s the love of my life,” Raisin replied. “And he’s my age.”

      And that right there was the kicker. Weeks before, she’d been infatuated with a boy—a man, actually—too old for her. Rooster and Gunner had stepped in and squashed that relationship. This was Raisin’s payback.

      “Come here.” I grabbed the back of Raisin’s coat and gave her a tug.

      “Where are we going?” she asked in confusion.

      “We’re going to have a talk.” I pointed to the back of the bar.

      “Okay.” Raisin held out her hand. “Come on, Mason.”

      I slapped her hand down before Mason could take it. “Mason is going to stay here and get acquainted with Gunner and Rooster.”

      “Sounds like a lovely idea,” Rooster growled. He glared at Mason so hard I was surprised he didn’t manifest laser eyes to hew the boy in half right in front of us.

      “Don’t argue,” I ordered Raisin as I dragged her away.

      “I’m not doing anything,” Raisin complained as I maneuvered her past the booth where Marissa still pouted. “What’s her problem?”

      “Life isn’t going her way,” I replied as I lightly shoved Raisin into the booth. “It’s not going your way either, is it?”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Raisin was the picture of innocence. “I just brought my new age-appropriate boyfriend for everybody to meet. I don’t see why it’s a problem. I mean … I’m doing exactly what everybody told me to do.”

      “You’re trying to teach them a lesson.” Raisin wasn’t nearly as worldly as she pretended. “That kid is an idiot, and you know it. That’s how you talked him into coming here.”

      “I love him,” Raisin replied stubbornly. “I fell in love with him the second I saw him.”

      “No, you didn’t.” I folded my arms across my chest as I leaned back in the booth. “I’m pretty sure you don’t even like that guy. He does, however, serve your needs.”

      “What needs?” Raisin busied herself playing with the napkin dispenser so she didn’t have to meet my gaze.

      “You’re angry that Rooster put his foot down with that other guy. You want to make your own decisions. We’ve discussed this. He was too old for you. If you still like him as much in a few years, you can date him.”

      “I just told you I’m in love with Mason. Why don’t you believe me?”

      “Nobody loves that guy. Not even his mother. You picked him because he was the worst possible choice who just happened to fall under the parameters Rooster set when he decided who you could and couldn’t date.”

      “You make me sound diabolical.”

      I tapped my fingers on top of the table as I debated how to proceed. “You know what? If you want to torture Rooster this way, I can’t stop you. Just keep in mind that you’ll only hurt yourself by dating that guy.”

      “He’s great.”

      “He has ‘date rapist’ written all over his face. If he makes a move on you, I expect a call. I’ll handle the castration myself.”

      “You’re so dramatic,” Raisin complained with a nose wrinkle. “He’s not that bad.”

      “He’s terrible. On a different note, you should know that we have our hands full with work right now. It isn’t a good time for you to make a move like this.”

      I had her attention now. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that we have some big stuff going on. You’re not an adult, but you understand adult things, so I’m going to be straight with you.” I took a breath. “Things are bad enough that we had to move Barney to Hemlock Cove to protect him. Gunner’s mother is on the loose, and she will go after the people we hold most dear. She has help, a freaking shifter army. This is not the time for you to pull this crap.”

      Raisin’s lower lip came out to play. “I just don’t like being treated like a kid.”

      “I know, but we don’t have time for this right now.” I was firm. “Gunner and I have to interview some people. I suggest you torture Rooster with Mason for another thirty minutes and then kick Mason to the curb. He’s not your person.”

      Raisin angled her head. “Why should I torture him for thirty more minutes?”

      “Because you’ll have fun, and he can treat his anger as a cardio workout. It will be good for both of you.”

      “Well … maybe.”

      I pushed myself to a standing position. “Just don’t drag it out too long. You also need to be careful. If you see anybody sniffing around your grandmother’s place, call us right away. Don’t go investigating on your own. Do you understand?”

      “I guess. Do you really think I should torture Rooster some more?”

      “Yes. Then tell him you love him, because he’s gone above and beyond for you.”

      “I’m still mad.”

      “You’re a teenager. You’ve still got a few years of that in front of you. Nobody will hold it against you because it’s expected. You need to balance the bad with the good. Rooster has earned it.”

      “Fine. But I won’t like it.”

      “I would expect nothing less.”
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      Evan was in the Cauldron’s parking lot.

      “I can hear the yelling from here.” He cocked his head toward the bar. “It sounded like a domestic matter.”

      “Raisin has a new boyfriend,” I explained as we hopped into Gunner’s truck. “Rooster isn’t taking it well.”

      “That’s because the guy is a punk,” Gunner snapped. “What is she thinking?”

      “That we’ve taken her agency away.” I fastened my seatbelt and shot an amused look at Evan over the seat. “She’s a teenager and you made the boy she believed she was in love with break up with her. Of course there’s going to be retribution.”

      “That ‘boy’ was a man,” Gunner argued as he slammed his truck into drive. “She’s too young to date a man.”

      “I don’t disagree. That man was still a better choice than the punk we just met.”

      Gunner growled something unintelligible.

      “He’s got big brother vibes,” I said to Evan.

      “Just wait until you two have a kid,” Evan said. “If it’s a girl, he’s going to keep her captive in the house. Although … that cabin is not big enough for kids.”

      “It will be by the time I’m done with it,” Gunner said, happy to change the subject. “I’m already developing plans for multiple expansions in waves. Brandon will help me. That piece of land is prime. It’s going to take us a few years to build it into what we want.”

      “Well, at least you have a plan.” Evan kicked the back of my seat. “I can’t wait to see you pregnant. I think you’ll bear it all stoically, not a complaint to be heard.”

      “Ha, ha.” I wasn’t in the mood. “We can’t do anything until we get rid of Yolanda and whatever other apex is wandering around. We need to focus.”

      “You are zero fun,” Gunner complained. “I want to talk about the daughters we’re going to have and never let date.”

      “I want to talk about that too,” Evan said.

      “Un-freaking-believable.” I couldn’t take much more of this conversation. “Let’s talk about something else.”

      “Sure.” Gunner nodded. “Are you going to wear maternity clothes, or will you be one of those women who wears regular clothes until someone points out they no longer fit?”

      “And I’m done talking to you.”

      Gunner and Evan chuckled.

      “That was fun,” Evan said when the laughter had died off. “I love having someone to gang up on her with.”

      “It is fun,” Gunner agreed. “It’s like a whole new world has opened up for me.”

      “I really hate you two sometimes,” I complained.

      

      OUR FIRST STOP WAS A DIARRHEA ORANGE ranch house that backed onto the river. The trim had probably been white at one time but now looked like the color of dried bird poop.

      “I’m pretty sure somebody has already died here,” I offered as I got out of the truck.

      “Be nice,” Gunner admonished. “This is Dale Green’s place. He’s a bit … persnickety.”

      “Can you translate that for me?”

      “He’s a crabby old man.”

      I bobbed my head in understanding.

      “I guess it’s good he doesn’t really have a lawn,” Evan noted as he took in the rocky mess in the front of the house. “That way he doesn’t have to kick people off it.”

      Gunner knocked on the door. The man who answered was dressed in white briefs that almost looked gray, a huge beer gut hanging over the elastic. He looked as if he wished he had a shotgun when he saw us.

      “I’m not buying a vacuum cleaner,” Dale announced as he tried to shut the door in our faces.

      Gunner shoved his foot between the door and the jamb. “It’s not the 1980s, Dale,” he chided. “We’re not here to sell you a vacuum cleaner.”

      From the brief glimpse of the inside I saw over Dale’s shoulder, I wasn’t certain a vacuum cleaner wasn’t exactly what the diarrhea house needed.

      “What do you want?” Dale demanded. “I’m trying to watch television.”

      Gunner feigned patience, but I could tell he was annoyed. “I also don’t want to interrupt your Hogan’s Heroes binge. I know how much you like rooting for the Nazis.”

      “That show is a classic.”

      Gunner shook his head. “I’m here with some co-workers to ask you a few questions. Then we’ll get out of your hair.”

      “I don’t know those people.” He jabbed a finger at me. “This one looks like a tart. Why do we suddenly have tarts in Hawthorne Hollow?”

      “This is my girlfriend,” Gunner growled. “She’s not a tart.”

      “Hey, I could be a tart if I wanted to be,” I argued.

      Gunner plastered his hand over my mouth without removing his gaze from Dale. “You probably haven’t heard, Dale, but there have been two murders in this area this week.”

      “Murders?” Dale adjusted his stance so I could see the hole in the back of his underwear. “Why didn’t anybody tell me about these supposed murders?”

      “Maybe it’s because you’re so friendly,” Evan suggested.

      Dale didn’t acknowledge the statement. “I bet it’s the government. They’re finally getting around to putting chips in everybody’s heads, and those who resist are being killed.”

      “What do you think they’re doing with the chips?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Gunner growled.

      “I’m just curious.” I waved him off.

      “The government wants to track you with the chips, young lady,” Dale hissed. “They’re engraving 666 on them. The sign of the beast.”

      “Then what?”

      Dale’s expression was blank. “What do you mean?”

      “Then what?” I prodded. “Once they implant the chips, what happens?”

      “They monitor you.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “To see what you’re doing.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m going to kill you, Scout,” Gunner hissed. “Do not drag this conversation out a single moment longer than is necessary.”

      I was invested now. “What is the point of implanting these chips in people?”

      “The government wants to control us,” Dale growled.

      “And these chips will turn us all into Stepford Wives or something?”

      “They’ll tell the government where to find you.”

      “Doesn’t the government already know where to find us? I mean … you have to file a deed to own property and stuff. Why do they need the chips to find you?”

      “I told you she was a tart,” Dale complained to Gunner. “Make her stop.”

      “Oh, if only,” Gunner lamented. “This isn’t about government chips, Dale. It’s about murder. We think we have a serial killer on our hands.”

      That was a gross exaggeration, but it was something Dale was likely to embrace.

      Dale blinked several times and then shook his head. “I haven’t seen any serial killers.” With that, he shut the door because Gunner had removed his foot.

      “Well, that was time well spent,” Evan drawled.

      “Let’s go.” Gunner turned on his heel and headed for his truck.

      “Maybe we should start talking about your future kids again to improve his mood,” Evan suggested.

      “Stuff it,” I growled. “You are really full of yourself today.”

      “Yeah. I’m really coming into my own.”

      

      OUR NEXT STOP WAS THE COMPLETE OPPOSITE. The house on the river was new, shaped like a half-buried triangle. The walls and roof were metal, and solar panels had been installed on the roof as well as in the yard.

      “What is this?” I asked. I practically fell out of the truck because I was looking at the bunker on the east side of the property. It was big enough for ten cars.

      Gunner chuckled. “Preppers.”

      “You mean the end-of-the-world people who think the zombies are going to get us?”

      Gunner’s eyebrow was raised when I looked back at him. “You know we just had a zombie infestation two weeks ago?”

      I rolled my eyes until they landed on Evan. “I hate that he has a point.”

      “I know.” Evan slung his arm around my shoulders but kept his eyes on the bunker. “What level of freak are we dealing with here?”

      “They’re just run-of-the-mill preppers,” Gunner replied. “Rick and Andrea Watson. They’re more live-off-the-land types than the-government-is-going-to-implant-a-chip-in-my-head types.”

      That didn’t make me feel any better. Before I could voice my concerns, a couple rounded the corner of the house. They were dressed in flannels and khakis, the husband carrying a stringer of fish.

      “Rick and Andrea?” I asked, taking in the blonde woman and darker-haired man who appeared to be in their fifties.

      Gunner nodded. “Let me do the talking.”

      That was easier said than done. I had questions about prepping.

      “Hey, guys.” Gunner smiled and waved. “I’m Gunner Stratton. We met in my dad’s office a couple months ago. He’s the chief of police.”

      “Oh, right.” Rick nodded. He didn’t look all that worried about us invading his property. There was a weird curiosity churning from him as he scanned our faces. “Is something wrong?”

      “That’s what we’re trying to ascertain.” Gunner led as we crossed to the couple. I stared at the woman, neither of us breaking eye contact, for the duration of the walk. “I was hoping I could ask you a few questions.”

      “About fish preservation?” Andrea asked, gesturing toward her husband’s haul. “You came at the right time. We’re preparing to dry this lot for the winter. Well, other than the two we’re going to cook up for dinner tonight.” She flashed a bright smile in my direction, completely focused, as if she was somehow mesmerized by me. “Do you like fish?”

      I was not a fish enthusiast. I could eat cod as long as it was smothered in batter and tartar sauce with the best of them, but fish in general grossed me out. And those people who put it in tacos, thus ruining a perfectly good taco? Freaking nuts, the whole lot of them. “I’m good. Thank you.” I hoped I was smiling.

      “You all look pretty serious,” Rick noted. He wore waders, and his expression was unreadable as he glanced between us. “Do you want to come inside?”

      “That’s not necessary,” Gunner replied.

      “Hold up.” I raised a hand. “Do you have weird stuff in there? I mean … you’re preppers, right? Do you have stuff to fight off the zombie invasion?”

      Rick’s lips quirked. “I think you’d be disappointed.”

      “Probably,” I agreed. “I still want to know if you have freaky stuff in there.”

      “Just the photos of my mother-in-law.”

      Andrea gave Rick a playful swat. “Don’t listen to him. My mother is delightful. You look as if you have something serious on your minds.”

      “We do,” Gunner confirmed. “We need to know if you’ve seen anybody strange wandering the woods.”

      “You’re going to have to be more specific,” Rick said.

      Gunner took a breath. “I’m just going to lay it out there because I don’t know any way to ease into it. There have been two murders in the area. One at the old hunting lodges, another on the main hunting trail. We need to know if you’ve seen anything suspicious. I know you keep to yourselves, but you’re always out and about.”

      “That’s horrible,” Andrea said. “I didn’t realize anything like that had happened.”

      “It’s a concern,” Gunner acknowledged. “We don’t have any idea who we’re dealing with at this point, so it’s best that you be careful. I don’t want you freaking out and accidentally shooting an innocent person, but it’s best to be alert and aware of your surroundings.”

      “We will be,” Rick promised. “As for seeing anybody suspicious around, I can’t think of anybody offhand. We don’t see many people. There are three or four fishermen we see on the river with some regularity, but that’s about it.”

      “In the summer we see more people,” Andrea volunteered. “This time of year, there are hunters, but they don’t come near the house.”

      Gunner sighed. “Well, thanks for your time. Just make sure you watch yourselves.” He hesitated before continuing. “If you hear wolves at night, don’t go outside.”

      “Wolves?” Rick’s eyebrows moved toward one another. “You think wolves are responsible?”

      “I just want you to be covered for every contingency. Please be careful.”

      “We will be.” Rick was solemn. “Thank you for the heads-up.”

      

      WE HIT PAY DIRT AT OUR THIRD STOP, a log cabin less than a mile from where Walter’s body had been found. The second we got out of the truck, Gunner and Evan turned alpha and alert.

      “Blood,” Evan gritted out to my unasked question.

      I waved my hands twice until they ignited with fire. Evan and Gunner took up protective stances on either side of me, and when we reached the front door of the cabin it was open.

      Even I could smell the blood inside.

      “Oh, geez.” I thought I might be sick. A horror movie fan, I was a bit of a gore hound. Seeing it in person was vastly different. “Who lives here?” I asked Gunner. “I mean … who lived here?”

      “Dwayne and Kim Reeves,” Gunner replied. His gaze was on the tree line. “They were in their fifties. Dwayne worked as a bus driver for the school district until he had to retire early for health reasons. Kim works from home doing medical transcriptions.”

      Not anymore. “There’s blood everywhere inside.” I looked over the threshold again and tried not to cringe. “I can only see the woman. What’s left of her. The symbol has been carved into her forehead.”

      Gunner peered over my shoulder and immediately turned away. “Get my father out here.”

      I extinguished my magic and reached for my phone. “How many other houses along the river do you think we’ll find with scenes like this inside?”

      “I don’t know, baby,” Gunner replied, “but I’m guessing this isn’t the only one.”

      

      GRAHAM ARRIVED WITHIN THIRTY MINUTES, AND HE had the medical examiner and three uniformed officers with him.

      “Dwayne and Kim?” he asked.

      Gunner nodded. “We found prints by the river. Shifter tracks.”

      “Any idea where they went?” Graham looked as if he wanted to destroy planets.

      “The tracks disappear once we got away from the water. The ground is too hard.”

      “We have to get ahead of this somehow. How many houses did you guys hit before you got here?”

      “Two,” Gunner replied.

      “There are a lot more people who need to be warned.”

      Gunner agreed. “We’re going to need help to warn them.”

      “I’ll call Terry in Hemlock Cove for help.” Graham was resigned. “You realize this is your mother’s work?”

      Gunner didn’t flinch. “I know. She has to pay for all of this.”
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      I was anxious as I watched Graham’s men work the scene. Unlike Walter’s murder, this one was conducted in a way that was meant to shake us.

      It had worked.

      Evan and Gunner walked the riverbank looking for more tracks. They were obviously comfortable with one another, something I desperately wanted.

      “What are you thinking?” Graham asked as he arrived at my side.

      “I’m not sure,” I replied. “This feels like a message.”

      “The symbol cut into the bodies is definitely a message. The fact that they used the blood from the victims to draw the symbol on the wall after the fact is also pointed.”

      I cringed. “I missed that detail. We didn’t go inside when we saw the mess. I figured it was best we not screw anything up with our footprints.”

      “I doubt we’ll be able to track anything we find in there to specific suspects.”

      I turned away from the scene and stared at the road. “I need to buy a new vehicle.” Why that popped into my head, I couldn’t say.

      “What?” Graham asked.

      “Gunner said the bikes have to be stored for the winter. I need a vehicle.”

      “That’s quite the transition, kid.” Graham managed a half smile. “What did you have in mind?”

      “Nothing expensive. Gunner wants to funnel money into the cabin, but I need something reliable. I think this winter is going to be brutal.”

      “Winter here is a different animal from what you’re used to in Detroit.” Graham hesitated for a second and then barreled forward. “I have something for you. It was seized in a raid about two months ago. You can have it cheap.”

      I was confused. “How does that work?”

      “You just have to pay the drug forfeiture fund. If you want to do it in payments, that’s fine. I trust you to follow through.”

      “Man, it’s nice knowing someone in a position of power.” I winked and bumped my shoulder against his before sobering. “You’re a good man.”

      “I’m a man trying to figure out how to save his family,” he clarified. “I can’t help feeling partially responsible for all of this. That doesn’t make me feel like a good man.”

      “Because you married Yolanda?”

      “I don’t feel guilty about that. If I hadn’t married her, I wouldn’t have Gunner. I do wish I’d followed my instincts and killed her that day.”

      It was the first time he’d admitted it so matter-of-factly. “You can’t look back and think you have all the answers. We don’t know who would’ve stepped in to fill her shoes if you had killed her. That person might be even worse. You can’t control the future.”

      “And yet this all started because Yolanda saw a vision of the future.”

      “Did it start there? My understanding is that Yolanda was showing signs of going off the rails before the vision they claim is a prophecy. The vision was the final straw for her. If it hadn’t been the vision, it would have been something else.”

      “I guess.” Graham let loose a sigh. “The whole thing is a mess. I can’t tell you how much I hate it.”

      “You and me both. I…” Something occurred to me.

      “You just had an idea,” Graham surmised.

      “I need to see Mama Moon,” I replied. I shifted to look at the riverbank. Gunner and Evan were still out there. “I need those two to stay away while I do it. Can you get them back to town?”

      Graham arched an eyebrow. “Should I take that to mean you’re going to leave them out here without telling me why?”

      “I need to see the vision, and it’s best they don’t. The apex said something about the future messing up the present because people might not act the way they normally would. I don’t want to risk that with them.”

      “What about you?”

      I shrugged. “I’m already a mess. I’ve been second-guessing myself for months. I don’t see it changing things for me.”

      “I’m not going to tell you how to do your job, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t worried. You don’t have to go through this alone, Scout. Your family is with you.”

      This time when I smiled, it was legitimate. “I’m not trying to be a martyr. I’m just trying to head off potential problems. I know that they’ll be with me when the time comes for a fight. Something tells me you’ll be with me too.”

      “I’ll be with both of you.” Graham pressed a fatherly kiss to my forehead. “You’ve fought enough battles for me to know that I shouldn’t question you. You do you, kid, and I’ll handle those two.”

      “Thanks.” I started for Gunner’s truck but slowed long enough to cast one more glance over my shoulder. “You’re not just a good man, you’re a great father. Gunner might not realize everything you did for him, but I do. You let him focus a lot of his anger on you so he wouldn’t drown in what he was feeling for his mother. You put your needs aside for him. That makes you the best man in my book.”

      Graham’s eyes were glassy, and he blinked several times. “Do what you need to do, Scout. I’ll handle the rest.”

      

      MAMA MOON WAS ON HER PORCH when I pulled to a stop in the lot. She didn’t look surprised to see me when our gazes collided through the windshield. I stared for a long time, but I’d already made up my mind and was delaying the inevitable. I pushed open the door and climbed out.

      “Somehow I knew I’d see you today.” Mama Moon inclined her head to the open chair across from her. She was bundled in a jacket and gloves, and she seemed resigned to whatever horror I was going to drop on her doorstep.

      “We need to talk.” I trudged to the porch. “Why are you waiting for me outside?”

      “I’ve been locked in my place after dark every night for two weeks. I need some fresh air. The walls are starting to close in.”

      I sat across from her. “You could move into town for a bit. I bet Rooster would let you stay in one of the cabins. It might be safer, especially now that Barney is in Hemlock Cove.”

      “This is my home. I won’t be forced from it.”

      I stretched out my long legs in front of me and searched for the right words. “I need to see the vision. Or the prophecy. Whatever you call it, I need to see it.”

      “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”

      “Probably not, but something you said when we picked up Barney has stuck with me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You didn’t know who Evan was in the vision because you had no context for him. To you, he was just a vampire. You couldn’t put the final piece in place until Evan came to Hawthorne Hollow.”

      “I had no idea who he was. Twenty years ago, he would’ve been a human child. How could I have known?”

      “I’m not blaming you,” I assured her. “I need to see what you saw. You mentioned other people fighting alongside us. You might not recognize them, but I might.”

      Understanding dawned on Mama Moon’s face. “You think you might already know the people destined to fight beside you.”

      “I need to see.” I gripped my hands together on my lap.

      “And if you change the future because of what you see?”

      “What if I was always supposed to see and not seeing changes the future?”

      “I…”

      I was smug when she swung her eyes back to me. “There are a lot of what-ifs facing us. I understand that fear is part of the game—and you have no idea the fear I feel thinking about what I’m going to have to do to Yolanda—but I can’t let it rule me.”

      Mama Moon was quiet several seconds, and then nodded. “I understand why you need to see it. I also understand why you’re leaving Gunner and Evan out of this.”

      “They’re both so afraid they’re going to fail me that it’s likely knowing the future will paralyze them,” I acknowledged. “I won’t have that problem.” I extended my hand. “Show me.”

      Mama Moon tugged the gloves off her hands and cupped the one I’d extended in her direction between them. “You can’t unsee this Scout. Once it’s in your head…”

      “I know. Right now, Gunner and Evan are walking the Cedar River because we stumbled upon a murder scene so heinous that we couldn’t even force ourselves to go inside. I told Graham it was because we didn’t want to mess up his crime scene, but we couldn’t bear the thought of getting closer. I need to stop what’s happening. This is all I can think to do.”

      She tightened her grip on my hands. “Close your eyes.”

      I did as instructed.

      “Let your mind float. Don’t try to focus on one thing too closely.” She sucked in a breath in tandem with me. “Let me lead you.”

      I forced myself to remain calm and breathe as evenly as possible. In and out. In and out. In and out. It was like yoga, something I normally hated, but within a few minutes I was floating. That’s when Mama Moon herded me toward the light.

      “You can tell this is the future because of the golden tone,” she said as our figures started to take shape in the dreamscape. We walked next to each other as the light dimmed enough to allow shapes to push through and show me we were in the woods.

      “Do you see many visions of the future?”

      “I used to think nothing of digging through people’s future threads and telling them what they wanted to know—for a price.” The set of her jaw told me she wasn’t happy with the admission. “I’m not proud of myself, but I didn’t see the harm in it back then.”

      “What changed things for you?”

      “Yolanda. I knew she was worked up that day she left my store. I could tell that what she’d seen in the vision bothered her. She never outright threatened Gunner, but there was a bloodthirsty edge to her that I should’ve recognized. I didn’t, and Gunner paid the price.”

      “You couldn’t have known that she was off her rocker that way,” I argued. “Nobody assumes a woman—even if she’s nuttier than a Snickers bar—will kill her son. Everything I’ve heard about her before the fire suggests she was a decent, if sometimes absent, mother. How were you supposed to make the leap from that to arson?”

      “He could’ve died.”

      “He didn’t. He was saved, and he grew into a terrific man. Granted, that terrific man has mommy issues, but I have my own set of issues. We muddle along fine with them.”

      Mama Moon snorted out a laugh. “You’re a good fit.”

      “I wasn’t looking for him.”

      “But you found him. It seems destined.” She swept out her hand and the images around us sharpened. I saw a battlefield directly in front of us, Gunner, Evan, and me in the center at the top of a hill. We looked battered and weary, surrounded by bodies.

      “Yolanda,” I noted as I looked down at the nearest body. She was on her back, her eyes wide and sightless as she stared at the sky. Blood covered her torso.

      “She saw herself in the vision back then too,” Mama Moon acknowledged. “That was the final straw for her. Seeing Gunner victorious with his father and you—someone we didn’t recognize at the time—was bad enough. Her death was like the rancid icing on the ruined cake of her life.”

      I nudged the body with my toe, but since we weren’t really here, I couldn’t make contact. “The Winchesters are here.” I gestured to the witches. Two of them—Clove and Twila—weren’t in the vision. Since giving birth to her son, Clove had been taking a break from the witchy stuff. She didn’t want to put the baby in danger. As for Twila, well, she was the nuttiest Winchester. It was possible she’d been given a harmless job elsewhere so as not to be a distraction during the fight.

      “The Winchesters will be part of many battles. That is their destiny.”

      “You didn’t mention that to Yolanda,” I pointed out.

      Mama Moon nodded.

      “You were protecting the Winchesters, even though you and Tillie have feuded for years. You knew you had to keep that information buried.”

      “I knew that Yolanda is a wild card,” she clarified. “If she had recognized the Winchesters, I’m not certain what I would’ve done. She didn’t, so there was no reason to point it out. All that would’ve happened is that she would’ve poked the bear and ended up in big trouble.”

      “You mean Tillie.”

      “I do.” Mama Moon held her hands palms out. “Yolanda would’ve tried to hurt the Winchesters. I wasn’t certain of that at the time, but I didn’t want to risk it. Tillie would’ve certainly hurt Yolanda. It was best to keep them unaware of each other for the time being.”

      I tilted my head to the side when I caught sight of Stormy Morgan, another local witch. She could wield fire, and from the looks of the battlefield, she’d wielded a lot of it during this battle. “You didn’t direct her toward Stormy either.”

      “I didn’t know who Stormy was when I first saw the vision. She was a child back then, and I wasn’t familiar with the hellcat line in Shadow Hills.”

      I turned again, frowning when I caught sight of Rick and Andrea. “Those are the preppers I met today.” They looked grim faced and dirty after the battle, but otherwise seemed okay. “Why would they be involved?”

      Mama Moon shook her head. “I’m not familiar with them. It’s possible they have some sort of weapon that will be needed. Or perhaps they wanted to volunteer to help the cause. I wouldn’t get caught up in things like that. My guess is many people will want to help when they realize what’s at stake.”

      I turned once more, and I swear my legs almost went out from under me when I caught sight of a dark-haired woman on the east side of the field. She had a gash on her cheek, blue fire in her eyes, and three men surrounding her. The woman triggered a very powerful memory.

      “Ah, I see you’ve found our mystery contingent,” Mama Moon noted. “I’ve been trying to figure out who they are for years. I don’t recognize any of them. I get brief glimpses of the battle, but I can never see it play out in its entirety. I think that’s because individual choices always change. I know that the blond is a shifter, but not from a local pack. The dark-haired man is some sort of mage, which is interesting. The other man can wield fire, but I’m not sure what he is. And the woman, well, she’s powerful but an enigma. There doesn’t seem to be rhyme or reason to her magic.”

      “There never was,” I said.

      I felt Mama Moon’s eyes on me. “Do you know her?”

      I swallowed hard. “That’s Poet Parker. Holy crap!”
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      Mama Moon had questions. I didn’t provide answers. Mostly because I couldn’t. I hadn’t seen Poet Parker since I was a teenager, when we were in the same foster home for several months.

      At first, we’d been leery around one another. She smelled like magic, something that made me uneasy. I was positive she felt the same about me.

      Slowly, however, we started spending time together. I never made friends because I knew I would inevitably lose them. I couldn’t bear the thought of more loss. Poet had the same rules, and yet we bonded. When we were placed in separate homes, I felt her loss keenly.

      And yet here she was. Or, well, here she would be.

      I didn’t go back to the Cedar River to collect Gunner and Evan. I texted Graham to bring them to the Rusty Cauldron when he was done and headed there myself. Rooster was at the bar in an intense conversation with Whistler. I had no doubt what they were talking about—Raisin had dropped a bomb, which was her intention—but I couldn’t worry about the teenager now.

      I scanned the bar for the face I was looking for and then stalked to Doc. He was working on his computer. He hadn’t even looked up when I entered. I rapped my knuckles against the tabletop to get his attention.

      “I’m not doing anything,” he automatically said.

      “I don’t care what you are or aren’t doing,” I replied. “If you’re looking at porn, you can pick it back up later.”

      Doc looked scandalized. “I would never!”

      I sat across from him. “I need you to run a name.”

      “Okay.” Doc was leery—I probably had crazy eyes—but he opened a search window. “Who am I looking for?”

      “Poet Parker. I don’t have much information. She was in the foster care system in Michigan, in the Detroit area, when she was a teenager. That was a little more than ten years ago. I don’t know where she ended up.”

      “What’s going on?” Rooster approached us, wariness in his eyes. “What happened to Gunner and Evan?”

      “They’re with Graham. He’s bringing them here. They’re fine. We found two more bodies.”

      “Well, that’s not good.”

      The bodies weren’t the reason I was keyed up. “I left them with Graham almost two hours ago. I didn’t tell them I was leaving. Expect fireworks when they catch up with me.”

      “Why didn’t you tell them?”

      Before I could answer, Doc turned his computer screen to me. “Is this her?” he asked.

      My heart caught in my throat. The photo showed a laughing Poet, several people surrounding her. I saw tents and game kiosks, apparently at some festival. “That’s her.” I nodded. “Where is she?”

      “Let me keep looking.” Doc’s fingers were deft as they cruised across his keyboard.

      “Scout, tell me what’s going on.” Rooster sat on the booth seat next to me. He was a reassuring presence, and yet my heart and mind raced. "You’re obviously upset.”

      Was I? Upset wasn’t the right word. I was thrown. Before I could respond, the door to the Cauldron flew open and Gunner and Evan stomped inside.

      “You’re in big trouble!” Gunner announced, jabbing a finger in my direction. “I cannot believe you left us out there without saying a word.”

      Graham trailed behind Evan and Gunner. He didn’t look thrilled with his lot in life. “They’ve done nothing but complain for two hours,” he announced. “I didn’t tell them what you were doing because I thought Evan would speed off to find you. They’re your responsibility now.”

      “Thanks for that,” I said dryly.

      Despite his bold pronouncement, Graham didn’t leave. He was too busy looking at me. “What happened? What did you see?”

      “What’s going on?” Gunner demanded. “Where did you go?”

      Normally, his tone would agitate me, but I couldn’t blame him. Given what we were up against, the bloody bodies we’d discovered, it was only natural that he would freak out. If our roles had been reversed, I would’ve been just as upset.

      “I went to see Mama Moon,” I replied. “I wanted her to show me the vision.”

      Gunner opened and closed his mouth several times before shaking his head. “Why did that have to be a secret?”

      “I thought it best that you and Evan not see the vision.” I opted for honesty. “Mama Moon didn’t want to show me, but I convinced her. If too many of us see it, she’s convinced that it won’t take place. I needed to see, but I couldn’t let you two see.”

      “Oh, well, great!” Gunner threw his hands in the air. “I’m so glad you made decisions for the entire group, Scout. I can’t tell you how helpful that is given our circumstances.”

      “Ignore him,” Graham said as he pushed closer to me. “I want to know what you saw.”

      “I saw the aftermath of the battle. Mama Moon said we can’t see the actual battle because individual moves constantly change. I was more interested in who was there. She got me thinking when she mentioned Evan in the vision, but she couldn’t recognize him until recently.”

      “You thought that might be true of other people in the vision,” Evan surmised. “You thought you might recognize them.”

      “And that turned out to be true.” I leaned back in the booth seat. “I recognized a woman from my childhood. We were in a foster home together. She was older, but it was her. I’d never forget that face.”

      Gunner abandoned his ranting and slid into the booth behind me. He perched on his knees and leaned over my shoulder. “Who is she?”

      “Doc is working on that right now. I know who she was.” Tears sprang to my eyes. “She was one of the few bright lights in my childhood.”

      “I want to be mad at you, but I can’t because you’re so sad,” Gunner groused, his hand moving to the back of my neck. “We’ll talk about this later.”

      “I’m sure we will.” I blew out a sigh. “Poet is magical. In the vision, she’s on the battlefield.”

      “With us or against us?” Rooster asked.

      “With us. She would never side with Yolanda’s faction.”

      “You just said that you only knew her as a child,” Rooster reminded me gently. “A lot can change in ten years.”

      “Not that much. I was never one for bonding with the other kids as I was moving between foster homes. The first time I was placed, I was fifteen … and terrified. Poet was there. She’d only been there a few days, but she wasn’t afraid. I could sense she was magical.

      “We spent days circling each other deciding if we should acknowledge the magic, and when we eventually did, we bonded,” I continued. “She didn’t know what she was. Her parents died in a car accident when she was a kid, and she’d gone into the system shortly thereafter. I didn’t know what I was either. We talked about that endlessly.”

      “Obviously, you were separated at some point,” Graham prodded. “Otherwise, the two of you might still be together. If you bonded that tightly, I imagine you would have figured out a way to stay together as adults.”

      “It wasn’t that easy,” I replied. “We were still minors. She was moved to a different home a couple months later. I was placed in a different home a few days after. We had no way to keep track of each other.

      “I heard through the grapevine about a year later that she ran away,” I continued. “The other kids held her up as an icon. They said she’d beaten the system. I didn’t particularly think living on the streets was ‘beating the system,’ but she must’ve had a reason when she made that decision.

      “The last home I was in I had a lot of freedom. I worked out a deal with the guy who ran it. He let me come and go as I pleased as long as I didn’t cause trouble. I spent a lot of nights breaking curfew and looking for Poet those last few months. I never found her.”

      Gunner hugged me from behind. “I’m sorry. You obviously loved her.”

      “She’s one of the few people I can look back on and smile at,” I admitted. “I thought I’d never see her again.”

      “You probably should’ve asked someone in the home office to look sooner,” Doc volunteered. “If you had, you would’ve learned she’s a magical badass. She travels with a paranormal circus.”

      “A circus?”

      Doc nodded. He seemed entranced with what he was reading. “Management is aware of them, but they don’t intervene. There are a few notes here. The circus is run by a man named Maxwell Anderson. They say he collects homeless paranormals and gives them jobs. It looks like they have shifters, pixies, a lamia, and this Poet person. They don’t know what fuels her magic, but she’s powerful. Apparently, she has mad skills with the mind magic and reads fortunes for the circus.”

      I tried to picture Poet reading fortunes and broke into a grin. “That sounds like something she would do.”

      “There are more photos in the files.” Doc turned his computer screen again. “We’ve apparently been watching the circus for years. They’re forces for good. They just took out a craven in Arkansas. Before that, there was some big to-do in New Orleans involving loas.”

      I wasn’t that familiar with loas. I didn’t realize they still existed. “I want to see the photos.” I started scrolling through them. Sometimes the individuals in the photos looked serious. Other times they looked happy. There was one of Poet and the man Mama Moon identified as a mage kissing one another. I saw a huge amethyst engagement ring on her finger. “She looks happy.”

      Doc took his computer back. “I don’t know anything about that. There are two recent notes in here.”

      “What do they say?” I asked.

      “The first suggests that your friend Poet received a power upgrade in New Orleans,” Doc replied. “They don’t know what it is, but apparently, she’s far more powerful than she was before the trip. They also say that two of the loas—Maman Brigitte and Baron Samedi— visited her since she left New Orleans.”

      That felt significant. “What’s the other note?”

      “Apparently, people have gotten close enough to the midway workers to hear complaints. The circus plans to move to Moonstone Bay permanently. This is its last year on the road.”

      “What’s Moonstone Bay?” Gunner asked.

      “A magical stronghold,” Rooster replied. “It’s famous in certain circles.”

      “Bay and Landon went there on their honeymoon,” I said. “Tillie invited herself along. I’ll ask them about the island.”

      “There’s more,” Doc said. “The circus was in Hemlock Cove last year. There’s a note here about them interacting with the Winchesters.”

      “Seriously?” All the oxygen whooshed from my lungs. “I can’t believe I could’ve just asked Bay about Poet all this time.”

      “It’s not as if you knew,” Evan pointed out. “They couldn’t have known either.”

      “I guess.” I sucked in a deep breath to calm myself. “I don’t know what to do. Poet being in the vision suggests we come into contact again at some point. Am I pushing my luck if I reach out to her?”

      “I don’t see why that would be an issue,” Rooster replied. “Do we know where they’re going next?” he asked Doc.

      “I believe they’re heading to Texas,” Doc replied. “I can look into booking plane tickets.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t need to go to her. I just need to reach out to her. We can talk by video conference. Leaving Hawthorne Hollow right now isn’t a good idea.”

      “Send her a message.” Rooster snagged Doc’s computer, ignoring the distressed sounds the other man made. “We’ll give you some space to write your message.” He seemed to understand this was a big deal for me.

      Doc was reluctant to leave, but Rooster practically pulled him out of the booth. I heard him admonishing Doc as he led him away. Evan and Graham migrated toward the bar, but Gunner lingered.

      “I’m still mad at you,” he said in a soft voice, “but I can stay if you want.”

      I patted the open seat next to me and logged onto my email. I was rarely in the account. Correspondence wasn’t really my thing, but this was important. “What do I say to her?”

      Gunner slung his arm over the back of the booth. “What do you want to say to her?”

      “I probably shouldn’t lead with the fact that I saw a vision of her fighting in the battle to end all battles.”

      “Probably not.”

      “I’ll just keep it light.” I started typing slowly, but once the words began flowing it became easier.

      

      Greetings from your old stomping grounds. I’m not sure if you remember me—although how could you forget when I’m such a delight?—but my name is Scout Randall. Years ago, we were in a group home together. I thought of you today and did some internet sleuthing, and found some photos of your group.

      You look happy. I’m glad for it. I heard you’d escaped to the streets after our time together, and it always made me sad. I looked for you at my last home. I checked the parks and under the bridges. I heard whispers, but never found you. Then, when I was on my own, survival became my most important goal.

      I know you must be busy. Running a circus sounds like a full-time job. But I would love to hear from you.

      I’m not sure how often you check your email. Just fire back a message if you can. At the very least, I want to know that you’re okay. Old foster friends have to stick together.

      

      I paused as I finished up. I didn’t realize a tear was sliding down my cheek until Gunner wiped it away. “I really want her to be okay,” I said as I typed a goodbye. “Knowing that she’s supposed to come here has thrown me.”

      “Are you afraid of seeing her again?” Gunner asked. He looked concerned.

      “I feel hope. For the first time, I’m starting to wonder if this war we’re supposed to fight is actually going to result in some good.”

      “Why else would we fight it?”

      “Because we have no choice.”

      He nodded. “We’re going to win, and we’ll be better for it. Fear is normal.”

      I leaned my head against his shoulder. “Are you still mad at me?”

      “You have no idea. You left me to ride with my father. He made me sit in the backseat. He claimed I was incapable of respecting the radio dial.”

      I laughed. “That sounds terrible.”

      “You’re definitely in big trouble. I’m going to spank you later.”

      “You say that like it’s a threat.”

      “It’s a promise.”

      I held my breath and sent the email before closing the computer. For better or worse, I’d set things in motion. There was no going back.
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      Graham provided the promised truck before we left the Rusty Cauldron. He had one of his men deliver it, and when he shoved some paperwork in front of me, I signed it without reading it. Graham was not going to screw me. As for the truck, it was big, and only a few years old. I liked it the moment I saw it.

      “Why didn’t you offer this to me?” Gunner complained as he checked out the interior. “Hey, this thing has heated seats. I don’t have heated seats.”

      “Daddy loves you too,” Graham drawled. “He’s helping out your girlfriend. Try not to be too jealous.”

      Gunner glared at him. “You’re on my list.”

      I laughed. He’d obviously been spending too much time with Tillie. “This is nice,” I noted. “How much does it cost?”

      “You would know that if you’d read the paperwork you signed.” Graham’s tone was accusatory. “I could’ve stolen your entire life from you, young lady.”

      “You’re too much of a softie to do that.” I was giddy. “Seriously, how much do I owe you?”

      “However much you want to pay.” Graham averted his gaze. “Don’t worry about it right now. We’ll get into the nitty-gritty when this threat is behind us.”

      I made a mental note to read the contract when I got home. “Thanks for this. You always go above and beyond.”

      “Well, you happen to be one of my favorite people in the world.” He slung his arm around me. “You whipped my son into shape—something I never thought possible—and I’m pretty sure that deserves a truck.”

      “You suck,” Gunner groused, although his lips curved with amusement. “It’s pretty nice, Dad. This will cushion the blow of losing the motorcycle. In fact, I need to take care of the bikes now.” He looked to me. “How about we split errands? I’ll handle the bikes, and you get us dinner.”

      “Gas station chicken?” I asked hopefully.

      “I can live with that.” Gunner pressed a kiss to my forehead. He seemed to sense that I was still shaken from the Poet reveal. “I want to be secured in that cabin by dark. You know, just to be on the safe side.”

      I didn’t have to ask what had him worried. His mother’s appearance in Hemlock Cove the previous evening had proven that she was closer than we initially believed. We had to be careful now.

      “I’ll get a bunch of stuff while I’m there.”

      “Potato salad?” Gunner’s eyes gleamed.

      “And drinks and snacks,” I added. I flicked my gaze to Evan, who was exiting the Cauldron. “What are your plans tonight?” I wasn’t inviting him to join us—Gunner would hate that—but I was interested. How Evan spent his free time remained a mystery.

      “I’m hitting The Overlook when I get back to Hemlock Cove,” he replied. “I want to check on Barney. Tillie has a mission for me tonight. She said we have to booby-trap the woods around Margaret Little’s house.”

      “She could do that during the day.”

      “She could, but I guarantee she wants to dish out some torture while we’re there,” he replied. “It’s fine. I’ll watch her. She can protect herself anyway. I’m guessing Bay and Landon will come along for the ride. After that, I’m going home to read.”

      Something occurred to me. “Yolanda might try to move on you at the farm. You’re isolated out there. Maybe you should stay at the inn for the time being.”

      Horror crashed like hurricane waves across Evan’s face. “Um, no. Tillie warded my property. I’m safe.”

      “Fine.” I wasn’t going to argue with him. There was no point. “Just be careful.”

      “You too.” He gave me a hug. Old Evan would’ve thought nothing of it. The current Evan was more careful in doling out affection. Apparently, he was loosening up a bit. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      

      I SEPARATED FROM GUNNER AND GRAHAM at the Cauldron and took my new truck for a spin. It handled well, a beast of a vehicle compared to my motorcycle. I couldn’t wait to take it out on snowy roads.

      The gas station on the outskirts of town was straight out of a horror movie. The gas stations in The Texas Chainsaw Massacre and The Hills Have Eyes were tame by comparison. I never would’ve thought to stop at the place until Gunner introduced me to the wonders of gas station chicken. Now I was a familiar face.

      I greeted Darla, the woman behind the counter, and grabbed a handheld basket. If we were going to be trapped in our own home after dark for the foreseeable future, I needed snacks. I picked my way through the aisles as I went, grabbing plenty of junk food. Salt and vinegar kettle chips. Barbecue Lays. Cool Ranch Doritos. Pepperoni Pizza Combos. Piles of chocolate. I grabbed sodas and then stopped at the refrigerated section for salads. Gunner loved the potato salad—so did I—so I added a big tub and pasta salad for good measure. Then I focused on the chicken.

      “Give me all of it,” I said to Darla as she stood ready with the tongs.

      “All of it?” Her eyes went wide. “That’s like … six chickens.”

      “We’re pigs, and Gunner loves eating it cold. That will get us through a few days.”

      “Okay, but it’s going to be expensive.”

      “I’m fine with that.”

      I waited for her to box up the chicken. I didn’t even blink at the price. My mind kept wandering to Poet—I really did hope she was happy—so I almost didn’t notice the movement on the other side of the road as I made my way to my new truck. A warning alarm dinged in my head, however, and when I looked up, I found three wolves standing on the other side of the road watching me. They almost seemed to be daring me to acknowledge them.

      They were Yolanda’s people. A quick look up and down the road told me I was free to deal with them however I saw fit. I decided to send a message. After placing the food in the truck, I took a menacing step toward them, igniting my hands.

      “You guys aren’t very bright, are you?” I clucked my tongue and shook my head. “I would suggest sending a message back to Yolanda, but I think I’m going to send a different sort of message.”

      They seemed to realize what I had planned too late to turn tail and run. I unloaded the fire on them without hesitation, and then watched as they burned.

      Was it smart to take them out this way? That was debatable. Letting them run free and report back to Yolanda would only embolden her, however. It was time to push back and make her think about her next move.

      “What was that?” Darla asked from the doorway. She wrinkled her nose. “It smells like something is burning.”

      “I don’t smell anything,” I lied as I moved back to the truck. “You should be careful working out here alone. You’re on the outskirts of town. Don’t run around outside by yourself or anything.”

      “Oh, I’m an indoor girl,” Darla said sagely.

      “Good. Keep it that way.”

      

      I WAS BARELY THROUGH THE FRONT DOOR AT home when I heard Gunner’s truck out front. I fed Merlin—even though I knew he would end up with some of the chicken—and put everything else on the table.

      Gunner was all smiles when he swept in and graced me with a kiss. His face lit up when he saw the junk food spread. “Ding Dongs? I love Ding Dongs.”

      “I knew you’d be happy.”

      We ate enough to make ourselves sick and packed the rest away. Gunner double-checked the locks and then followed me into the bedroom. The fight he promised never came to fruition. Romance wasn’t on the menu either. Instead, we fell into bed together. I rolled my head onto his shoulder and passed out.

      “Oh, why are you here?” I complained when I woke in a dark field to find Esther watching me. “If I’m really outside right now, I’m going to be super mad. You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” she said.

      “You’re not even fun,” I groused. “I made a perfectly acceptable Hulk joke, but you don’t get it.”

      “I’ll work on it.” Esther wasn’t playing around. “Do you know where you are?”

      “Camp Crystal Lake?”

      Esther blinked.

      “Yup. No fun.” I shook my head and got to my feet. I took an obligatory look around the clearing. “I’m pretty sure this is where the big battle is to take place.”

      Esther nodded. “Very good. Do you know where this is in the real world?”

      “No, and I’m not sure it matters.” I’d given a lot of thought to Mama Moon’s worries about how things would play out. “I don’t need to know where we’re going to fight because it’s ultimately not important. The small details shift. I’m trying to make sure the bigger details stay in place.”

      “That’s very good.” Esther grinned at me as she shifted her gaze to the moon. “Your plane is very beautiful, but it’s filled with a great deal of ugliness.”

      “That is human nature,” I agreed.

      “I’ve been looking for signs of the other apex. I feel he is close.”

      “He? I thought you didn’t know anything.”

      “It feels like a he. I’m still searching.”

      “We found two more bodies today,” I said. “They were in a house by the Cedar River. Graham called in help to notify the other homeowners, but it doesn’t feel like enough. I have to think they’re in that area for a reason.”

      “What would that be?”

      I knew Esther wasn’t going to help out of the goodness of her heart. She’d set boundaries in her head, and however arbitrary, she would adhere to them. She might inadvertently let something slip, though.

      “The river is long, and there are a lot of houses hidden there,” I replied. “Rooster said this was a big militia area for a time, but the group disbanded. Some of them went south. More went north, to the Upper Peninsula.”

      Esther’s face was blank. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      “It means there are a lot of bunkers out there. Some of them are underground, which makes things even more difficult. Yolanda could have an entire army out there, and we have no idea where to find it.”

      “Yolanda definitely has an army. Before it’s all said and done, you will have an army too.”

      “Do you know Poet?” I’d checked my email before crawling into bed; she hadn’t responded. I told myself it didn’t mean anything—she could be moving between locations for all I knew—but I remained anxious.

      “I know what poetry is,” Esther replied.

      “Not poetry. Poet Parker is a person. I saw the vision of what’s supposed to happen. She was there.”

      “Ah.” Esther offered up an enigmatic smile. “I don’t believe I’m acquainted with her, though I’m not unfamiliar with the name. She is tied to an individual I’ve crossed paths with.”

      Now we were getting somewhere. “Who? Is it the mage?”

      “No, but I’ve heard of the older mage in her circle.”

      “There are two?”

      She smirked. “That group is full of some amazing specimens. The pixies alone are marvels. Then there’s the dwarf. He always makes me laugh. Poet is the most entertaining. Well, her and my old friend.”

      “Who is your old friend?”

      “That’s a tale for a different time.”

      She had to be joking. I wasn’t known for my patience. “Tell me or I’m done talking to you.” I folded my arms across my chest.

      “You defer to petulance at the oddest of times,” Esther complained. “As for my friend, I’ve known her through different periods. She’s a lamia, one of the last of her kind, and she’s very powerful.”

      “Will she be here for the fight?”

      Esther held out her hands. “You’re getting caught up in details that don’t matter. Poet will play into your story. Isn’t that enough?”

      “I guess.” I scuffed my foot against the ground. “You’re obviously here for a reason tonight. I don’t suppose you’d like to share that reason with the class, would you?”

      “You’re perceptive, even if you idle at rude,” Esther noted. “I am indeed here for a reason. You opened a door today.”

      That was news to me. “Because I looked at the future?”

      “No, but I’m not sure how wise that was. You opened a door this afternoon.”

      “What door?”

      “Scout, how do you think of yourself?”

      “As a goddess amongst men,” I answered without hesitation.

      “Lovely. I think of you as a key. You were inserted into a lock today. You opened the door. You didn’t go through it though. Why?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Your friend Poet is an important piece of the puzzle, but you found another today and didn’t even realize it.”

      “I don’t…” Two faces from the vision flashed in my mind. They were at the Cedar River now. “Rick and Andrea.” I wasn’t certain how I knew it, but the moment I said their names I recognized I was right.

      “I don’t know what names they go by here—I’ll trust your instincts—but they’ve traveled between the stars before.”

      Stars? I’d been called a child of the stars several times. “I don’t understand.” I hated that she was being so mysterious. “What are you trying to tell me?”

      “I’m not trying to tell you anything. That’s not my place. You missed a huge clue this afternoon. What happened when you visited this Rick and Andrea?”

      I held out my hands. “I thought I felt a spark, like maybe I should’ve recognized them, but it was gone pretty fast. They were nice enough. I have no interest in learning how to dry fish, though. That’s just disgusting.”

      Esther grimaced. “You saw those people twice today, did you not?”

      “Yes. Why is that important?”

      “I understand that seeing your friend after so many years threw you, but why weren’t you surprised to see them?”

      “I don’t…” It hit me hard. There was something special about the couple. I’d recognized it when I was with them, but I’d pushed the notion out of my head. I’d been focused on other things. And yet, looking back, I knew that was a mistake. “Who are they?”

      “Do you really not know?” Esther appeared sad. “The woman had your hair. The man had your eyes. They were completely focused on you and ignored the shifter and vampire with you.”

      I felt as if I couldn’t breathe. “Are you saying those are my parents?”

      “Search your heart, Allegra. I don’t understand why that heart of yours, always so big, didn’t recognize them. It’s possible they set it up that way. It’s time for you to go to them. They’ve been waiting for you for a very long time.”

      I couldn’t catch my breath and felt as if I was falling. “They’ve been here all this time?”

      “Go to them.” Her voice was soft as I began to drift on the darkness. “They have the answers you seek.”

      With that, she was gone, and I was left in the dreamscape alone. I began to fall through an endless void.
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      I rocketed to a sitting position in bed, my breath refusing to come. The light was just beginning to filter through the window, but I wasn’t certain I would see the bright light of day as I struggled to breathe.

      Panic ripped through me as I tried to make my lungs work.

      Gunner, normally someone who takes forever to wake up, was instantly alert. “What’s wrong?”

      I couldn’t answer. I clawed at my throat in an effort to get breath into my lungs.

      “Scout?” Gunner’s face was hidden in shadows because of the limited light, but he pushed his face into mine. “Are you having trouble breathing?” He looked panicked.

      I couldn’t respond.

      “Scout, take a breath,” Gunner ordered as he grabbed my shoulders. It was only then that he seemed to realize I was having a panic attack. “Just … be calm. Take one breath for me, baby. Whatever this is, it’s okay. I’m right here.”

      I made an anguished sound in my throat, but no oxygen made it through.

      “Don’t make me get a pen and shove it in your throat like they do on television medical shows,” he warned, a tear slipping down his cheek. “Scout!”

      Somehow it was the tear that calmed me enough to take a breath. The idea of him watching me die over something as weak as a dream was too much. My breath was shaky on the exhale but stronger on the inhale.

      “There it is.” Gunner said as he stroked my hair. He watched me closely as I drew a few more breaths and then moved his lips to my forehead. “It would be great if you never scared me like that again.”

      It would be great.

      “Did you have a dream?” he asked.

      I nodded and wrapped my fingers around his wrists. The message Esther had been trying to send was still clear. I didn’t know if I could take it.

      “Gunner, we need to go out,” I said. My voice shook as much as my hands, but I needed confirmation.

      “Sure,” he replied reasonably. “Where do you want to go?”

      “We have to see Rick and Andrea.”

      Grim horror replaced concern on his handsome features in an instant. “Did you dream about Yolanda going after them?”

      I shook my head. “Esther told me something. She said I missed a very big clue today. Then she insinuated … she said … she…”

      “Scout, you’re freaking me out.” Gunner’s voice was soft as he cupped my chin. I had no choice but to look into his eyes. “Tell me, baby. You’ll feel better.”

      “She said they’re my parents.” Even saying it felt absurd. For a moment, when we’d first caught sight of Rick and Andrea, I’d felt a flash of something. It was gone in an instant, but I couldn’t ignore it given this new information.

      Gunner remained calm. “I guess we need to clean up and head out.”

      I nodded.

      He swung his legs off the bed and moved to stand but I grabbed his wrist again. “What if they are?” I asked.

      “Then they have some explaining to do.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “Scout, we can’t do what-ifs. We need to talk to them. Get up and get in the shower. I’ll handle Merlin’s breakfast. I’m not sure your stomach can handle a big meal on top of a big emotional upheaval, so our breakfast can wait.”

      “I think I might pass out.”

      “Save that for later too.” He pulled me up next to him. “Just to make sure that you don’t pass out in the shower and hit your head and drown, we should shower together. You know, just to be on the safe side.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “That’s convenient.”

      “Yeah, I thought you would like that.”

      

      THERE WAS NO QUESTION AS TO WHO would drive. I was far too shaky. Andrea and Rick were on their porch drinking coffee when Gunner parked in their driveway. They didn’t look surprised as they remained in their chairs waiting.

      “Why does it feel as if they were expecting us?” Gunner groused as he killed the truck engine.

      “I think they were.” I was calmer now. Or perhaps I was numb. Either way, my movements were slow and deliberate as I pushed open the passenger door and climbed out of the truck. Gunner waited for me in front of it and extended his hand. He looked lost.

      “I don’t know what I can offer you other than my presence right now,” he said. “Just know that I’m here and willing to give whatever you need.”

      “I’ll let you know as soon as I figure out what that is.”

      My legs felt as if they belonged to somebody else’s body as we trudged to the porch. Rick and Andrea were all smiles the closer we got, but I didn’t miss the hints of trepidation they were working so hard to hide.

      “Well, this is a surprise,” Rick noted. “You two are up early.”

      “It’s a happy surprise,” Andrea insisted. “We were just talking about making breakfast.”

      “I don’t think Scout is feeling up to breakfast just yet.” Gunner hesitated for a beat and then barreled forward. “She has a few questions.”

      “I’m sure she does.” Andrea leveled her eyes on me. “Realizing that we’re the people who brought you into this world must be quite a jolt.”

      And all the oxygen whooshed out of my lungs yet again. I released Gunner’s hand and rested mine on my knees as I tried to regulate my breathing.

      “She’s having a rough morning,” Gunner muttered. “Breathe, Scout. There you go. Just focus on the breathing.” When he turned back to Rick and Andrea, he kept one hand on my shoulder. I was breathing again, but I was nowhere close to talking. “I don’t understand any of this,” he admitted.

      “It’s not an easy thing to understand,” Andrea agreed. Her eyes were soft when they locked with mine. “Come inside. We have a lot to discuss.” She held out her hand, but I shrank back against Gunner. “And maybe some trust to build,” she added as she dropped her hand.

      Rather than follow, I shook my head at Gunner’s unasked question. I wasn’t ready to go inside and exchange cozy conversation with these people. I needed to maintain distance.

      “I think Scout needs to stay out here,” Gunner replied. “She’s going to need to pace and rant some.”

      “Of course.” Andrea bobbed her head. The way her eyes crawled over my face made me uncomfortable. “It’s been so long since we saw you. You’ve grown into a beautiful woman.”

      “Very beautiful,” Rick agreed. Unlike Andrea, he didn’t appear to be eager to start the conversation. “You look like my mother. Or a cross between your mother and my mother. It’s distinctive, though.”

      This was so not what I wanted to hear.

      Gunner might not have understood what he could offer, but he took charge. He seemed to grasp that my thoughts were too jumbled. “How long have you been in Hawthorne Hollow?”

      “Eight years now,” Rick replied. “We decided to wait it out in the comfort of our own home when we rediscovered each other after ten years of searching.”

      Gunner shot me a sidelong look. “I think we’re going to need more than that,” he said.

      “It’s too long a story to get into all at once, and I believe Scout knows some of it,” Andrea said. “My sister gave you up when you were a child. You know that?”

      I nodded.

      “She was with you at the end. We tried to keep you safe, but our enemies kept finding us. Word of your importance spread to a number of factions by the time you were three. We wanted to keep you, but it wasn’t possible.”

      “Initially, we thought that putting you with Lana would throw off the others,” Rick interjected. “It didn’t work out, but that was the plan. Lana was desperate in the end. She arranged for the spell to protect you without our knowledge. She didn’t know what else to do. You would’ve been taken had she not abandoned you.”

      “Well, that makes it totally fine,” I said, finally finding my voice.

      “None of this is fine,” Andrea countered. “We don’t expect you to forgive us right away. We weren’t there when it happened. We found out after the fact, and we were furious. The magic hiding you was strong. So strong, in fact, we couldn’t find you.”

      “We made a choice,” Rick said. “We decided to allow things to play out as they were destined. We made it two years before the weight of that decision threatened to break us.”

      “We were hiding on another plane,” Andrea explained. “It was a quiet life, a sad life really. We decided we needed to leave that plane to find you. We knew we couldn’t insert ourselves into your life, but we could stand as outside observers. That was the goal.”

      “It didn’t work out that way,” Rick said. He looked pained now. “They were on us within twenty-four hours of us crossing back. We couldn’t even start looking for you because they were after us. We couldn’t risk leading them to you.”

      “We couldn’t return to the other plane because it was a one-way ticket,” Andrea supplied. “We knew that when we crossed. They warned us, but we couldn’t bear the thought of not knowing where you were.”

      “We’d resigned ourselves to losing you—you were always going to be bigger than us—but we couldn’t bear the thought of not knowing,” Rick said. “The problem was, in the melee following our return here, we lost each other.”

      “And we couldn’t find each other any easier than we could find you,” Andrea said.

      “We didn’t know where you were, or how to find you,” Rick volunteered. “We did know, thanks to the prophecy divined by our people, where you would be. After spending weeks looking for your mother, I went to Detroit. I knew you would end up there eventually. I hoped your mother would come to the same conclusion and somehow find me there.”

      “I moved to Detroit and got a job,” Rick said. “Your mother did the same. We couldn’t broadcast ourselves, so it took a long time for us to find each other again.”

      “What’s a long time?” Gunner asked.

      “Eight years.”

      I thought I might choke. “Eight years?” I sputtered.

      “We had to be very, very careful,” Andrea confirmed. “Eight years is nothing when you’ve pledged to love someone forever.”

      Rick shot her a fond look. “When we found each other, we were happy. We still didn’t know where you were or how we would contact you.”

      “We stayed in Detroit a few more years and then made up our minds,” Andrea said. “We knew the ultimate battle would take place here. That was one thing that never deviated in the prophecy.”

      “We decided it was best to establish ourselves here and wait for you to find us,” Rick offered on a hopeful smile. “We saw you the day you arrived in town. We were at the feed store getting supplies and you were in the Rusty Cauldron’s parking lot. We would’ve known you anywhere. It was like a punch in the stomach.”

      “Why didn’t you approach her?” Gunner demanded. “Why didn’t you approach Rooster or Mama Moon beforehand? You could’ve made things so much easier on Scout.”

      “Could we have?” Andrea didn’t look convinced. “She was already dealing with so much, and we knew more would be coming.”

      “You have to understand,” Rick insisted, “we still had no idea how the vampire in the prophecy played into things. It was obvious from the beginning that you and Scout were meant to be together, Gunner. Nobody wanted to get in the way of that. The vampire was still a conundrum.”

      “By the time we understood how the vampire came into play, it was done,” Andrea added. “Your trio was forged in blood and magic. We had to honor that.”

      “We wanted to approach you, but we weren’t sure how that would play out,” Rick admitted. “How would you have reacted if we just walked up to you one day in the middle of town and told you who we were?”

      “Not well,” I admitted.

      “We decided it was better to keep our existence to ourselves—at least for now—and watch,” Rick said. “It was pretty fascinating being an outsider and watching the pieces come together. We couldn’t see it all, but we saw the shifters and vampires amassing forces.”

      “And each time they moved against your group, you knocked them back like bowling pins,” Andrea said with a soft laugh. “You were everything the prophecy said you would be and more. We’re so very proud.”

      I couldn’t believe how pragmatic they were being. It wasn’t that I wanted a big emotional scene, but they were reciting the story as if it were a newscast, and it threw me. “It seems you still should’ve said something,” I said.

      “Perhaps,” Rick agreed. “We thought it was best to wait. Announcing our presence wouldn’t benefit anyone. As it stands, we’re an added layer of defense for you that nobody knows about. We’re a surprise.”

      “Except I saw your faces when Mama Moon showed me the prophecy,” I argued.

      Rick’s eyebrows migrated up his forehead. “We’re in the prophecy now?”

      Confusion etched across my face. “Were you not in the prophecy before?”

      “No.” Rick shook his head.

      “We figured it was best to wait for you because of that,” Andrea said. “I had no idea things had shifted to include us.”

      When I looked to Gunner, I found him watching me with unreadable eyes. “What do we do?” I asked.

      “We need more of the story,” Gunner replied. “This is just the tip of the iceberg. The problem is, I don’t think we can risk leaving them here long enough to get it.”

      Rick worked his jaw. “I just told you that we’ve been flying under the radar. This is the safest place for us.”

      “Is it?” Gunner challenged. “Because it seems that maybe the shifters have been searching for you along the river and killing other people who get in their way. We’ve been wondering why they picked this river. Perhaps you two are the reason.”

      Andrea’s face went slack, and all the color drained from her features. “Do you think that’s true?” she asked Rick.

      “I don’t know, but they’re right to be worried. We can’t stay here.”

      “Where will we go?” Andrea demanded. “We just found our daughter. I don’t want to lose her again.”

      Helplessness flooded Rick’s eyes as he held out his hands.

      “Don’t panic,” Gunner said before Rick could respond. “Things might not be as bad as you imagine.”

      “People are dead because of us,” Andrea shot back. “It doesn’t get much worse than that.”

      “It can get far worse,” Gunner countered. “Go inside and pack some clothes and toiletries. You can’t stay here. We have to move you.”

      “Where?” Rick asked.

      “I’m not sure yet.” Gunner glanced at me.

      I made up my mind on the spot. “We’ll take them to the Cauldron. Rooster will help. While they’re packing, I’ll leave a few treats for Yolanda and her soldiers.”

      Gunner glanced around. “What sort of treats?”

      “I thought I might go Tillie style.”

      Gunner’s lips quirked. “That might be kind of funny. Can you ward the property?”

      “They might be able to get past the wards, but I’m going to set them up in such a way that it’s a puzzle. That should keep them distracted for a few days.”

      “That will give us time to figure things out.”

      I flashed a tight smile at Rick and Andrea. They weren’t pushing me for some big family moment—which I appreciated—but the hard stuff was clearly coming. “We just need to get them out of here. After that, we’ll figure it out.”

      “Okay. Get to work on the wards, and I’ll help them.”
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      The Cauldron was closed when we entered. Rooster and Whistler seemed confused when we entered with Rick and Andrea in tow.

      “We have news,” Gunner announced. “It’s going to take time to tell the story, so you should probably sit down.”

      I opted for a different tack. “These are my parents. They’ve been hiding by the Cedar River for years. We think Yolanda and her goons are looking for them. They can’t stay out there.”

      Rooster’s mouth dropped open. “Are you kidding me?”

      I shook my head. “It’s been a busy morning.”

      Rooster remained on his stool for several seconds and then slowly slid off it. “Um, I have questions.” He looked nervous as he met my gaze.

      “Go ahead and ask.” I leaned against the support beam and waited.

      “How did you find out they were your parents? It’s possible they’re working for Yolanda, and this is a con.”

      I could see why he would think that. “Esther told me in a dream,” I replied. “I felt a spark when I met them yesterday afternoon. It’s true. They know things, and they’re working with us.” I thought of the prophecy I’d seen. “You don’t have to worry about them working with Yolanda.”

      “Definitely not,” Andrea agreed. “She’s crazy.”

      “I’m looking forward to killing her if I can,” Rick added. He seemed to realize what he’d said after the fact and shot Gunner an apologetic look. “I’m sorry for your loss in advance.”

      Gunner’s lips quirked. “Nobody will miss Yolanda when she’s gone.”

      “I think the reason the shifters are killing people by the river is that they’re looking for Rick and Andrea,” I explained. “We need to remove them from that situation.”

      “Where are you going to put them?” Rooster asked.

      “I thought I would take them to Ezekiel’s cabin.”

      “Ezekiel?” Andrea’s shock was palpable, and when I turned to look at her, she’d gone sheet white. “My father is here?”

      Apparently, we did have more to talk about. “He’s been here a couple of months now,” I confirmed. “He’s with Emma.”

      “Your sister Emma?” Andrea’s forehead creased.

      “It’s a long story,” I replied. “I’m sure they can hit all the salient details for you when we get you out there, but in a nutshell, Ezekiel came looking for Emma and me. Emma had been taken captive by a master vampire years ago. She was in Detroit, following me, and they wanted to abduct me. They took her instead. She’s having a bit of trouble not being evil right now, so she’s locked in a cabin with Ezekiel.”

      “Is that a joke?” Rick asked when the silence had stretched on too long.

      “My jokes are far funnier,” I replied.

      Rooster and Whistler snorted in derision, but when I snapped my gaze to them, they stilled.

      “I can’t believe Dad is here,” Andrea said, gripping her hands together. “How did we miss that?”

      Rick lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “We couldn’t get too close without risking Scout sniffing us out. I bet we’ve missed more.”

      “Yes,” I readily agreed. “We also have an apex vampire hanging around who says that there’s another apex likely working with Yolanda’s group. We have fun times ahead.” I clapped Rick’s shoulder, jolting him.

      “You have a very loud personality,” he noted. “You were like that as a child. I’m glad to see some things haven’t changed.”

      “Oh, I’m loud,” I agreed. “It’s part of my charm.”

      “What are you going to do once you get them to the cabin?” Rooster asked. “You can’t leave it on this plane. It’s too dangerous.”

      “I’ll shift it to another plane,” I said. “That way I can be assured they’re safe.”

      Andrea’s eyebrows moved together. “What do you mean you’re going to shift the cabin to another plane?”

      “I’ve been doing it for months,” I said. “The cabin stays the same. I’ll move it between planes to keep you protected.”

      “But … what about you?” Rick asked. “We didn’t go through what we did, all those years apart, to lose you as soon as we get you back.”

      “It’s the safest move right now.”

      “You’ll be alone,” Andrea argued.

      I glanced at Gunner and managed a smile. “I won’t be alone.”

      Rick held up his hands in a placating manner. “Gunner is great. We’ve been watching the two of you for months. We like him. It’s just, how much can he really protect you?”

      There was a lot to unpack there, and I wasn’t certain where to start. “First of all, it’s probably not wise to admit you’ve been spying on me.”

      “Not spying,” Andrea countered. “We’ve seen you downtown.”

      “You drink too much coffee,” Rick said.

      “You are constantly at the gas station on the outskirts of town. That’s where we fill up and do a lot of our grocery shopping,” Andrea explained.

      “You eat too much fried chicken,” Rick added.

      “We’ve also seen you in the parking lot of the Cauldron quite a few times,” Andrea added. “We also happened to be driving through town the day the high school was attacked and you fought off the zombies.”

      “It’s fine,” I said automatically. “Gunner is strong. We’re strong together.”

      “I’m not the only backup she has,” Gunner added. “We’ve built quite a team.”

      “I would like to meet Evan,” Andrea said. “I’ve only seen him once or twice. He looks a little pouty and a lot emo.”

      I chuckled. “I’m sure he’d loved to hear that. You’ll meet Evan. We have to get you under lock and key now. We need to thwart this effort by Yolanda and her minions. The sooner they realize you’re out of their reach, the better it is for us.”

      “And the people they’re killing by the river,” Rooster added.

      “I’ll still be able to visit,” I assured them. “I created the plane. I’m the only one who has a key.”

      “It sounds safe,” Rick acknowledged, “but we don’t want to be separated from you.”

      “We’ll figure it out,” I replied. “For now, we have no choice.”

      

      ANDREA AND RICK WERE QUIET FOR THE ride to the cabin. I’d shifted it back onto this plane a week before because I knew Emma was getting antsy. When I turned to look over the seat, the look of stark terror and hope on Andrea’s face touched me … even though I didn’t know these people in the least.

      “She’s looking forward to seeing her father,” Rick explained to my unasked question. “It’s been a very long time.”

      “We had to flee this plane when you were a toddler,” Andrea volunteered. “You weren’t safe when we were plane jumping. That’s why we decided to move you back here and hide you. Your aunt jumped the gun on the plan—I didn’t even get to say goodbye—but she felt she had no other option.”

      “I’ve met Lana,” I said. “She’s on a different plane. We’ve had a few conversations.”

      “She’s alive?” Andrea grinned. “I wasn’t certain. I mean … I had hope.”

      “She’s alive,” I confirmed. “I’m sure she’ll be happy to see you. Although, looking back, the only time she acts happy is when she’s messing with me.”

      “Yes, she does get off on that.”

      “Maybe you get that delightful component of your personality from her,” Gunner suggested.

      I shot him a dirty look. “Ha, ha.”

      

      THE DOOR TO THE CABIN SWUNG OPEN AS we were getting out of the truck. Ezekiel smiled at me first, and then he registered who was with us. Ezekiel’s mouth fell open, and he blew right past me to get to Andrea.

      “Sweetheart.” Tears coursed down his cheeks as he pulled her to him. “I didn’t know if I would ever see you again.”

      I didn’t go in for the mushy stuff, but even I was touched. Gunner slung an arm around my shoulders and leaned his head against mine to watch.

      When Ezekiel turned to Rick, they exchanged less exuberant hugs. Ezekiel was beside himself when he finally fixed his attention on me. “How?”

      “It’s a long story.” I glanced at the cabin. “How is Emma?”

      “She’s good.” Ezekiel smiled, but there was a tightness to it. “She doesn’t enjoy being locked up.”

      “Then maybe she shouldn’t have tried to kill me.” I started toward the cabin. “Come on.” I gestured for the others to follow. “We have some things to discuss. Rick and Andrea will be staying with you.”

      “Who are Rick and Andrea?” Ezekiel asked.

      “Those are the names we go by here,” Andrea explained. “We thought it best if we fly completely under the radar.”

      I paused outside the cabin door. “And that’s how it’s going to stay,” I said pointedly. “Current names are good. For everybody.”

      “You just hate the name Allegra,” Ezekiel argued. “It’s a beautiful name.”

      “It’s stupid.” I leveled a serious glare on Andrea and Rick. “What were you even thinking?”

      For some reason, that struck Andrea as funny, and she began to giggle. After a few seconds, she roared with laughter as she hugged Ezekiel again. I could do nothing but shake my head as Gunner and Rick grabbed the bags from the back of the truck.

      Emma was on the couch watching television. She barely spared me a glance. “Thanks so much for taking time out of your busy schedule to remember I exist,” she drawled.

      “You’re welcome.” I moved to the kitchen to check supplies. “About two weeks’ worth?” I asked Ezekiel when he entered.

      He furrowed his brow as he tried to figure out what I was asking. Then it dawned on him. “Yes, we’re good for two weeks.”

      “For all four of you?” I wanted to be certain.

      “Four of us?” Emma finally tore her gaze from the television and focused on the door. When she saw who had joined the party, I saw genuine vulnerability for the first time since I’d met her.

      “Auntie?” She was off the couch and across the room like a shot.

      Andrea accepted the hug and stroked Emma’s hair. “I’m so glad to see you,” she said in a low voice. “I heard you were in trouble, but we didn’t know how to find you. I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to know that you escaped.”

      “She didn’t escape,” I countered. “I freed her, and then she joined with a bunch of vampires and tried to kill me.”

      Andrea shot Emma a scolding look as she pulled back. “That wasn’t very nice.”

      “She’s the reason I was taken in the first place,” Emma whined. “They sent me to find her, and the vampires took me because they were looking for her.”

      “Life isn’t fair,” Andrea scolded. “It’s not Scout’s fault. She lost more than the rest of us.”

      The look on Emma’s face told me she didn’t believe that. “Yes, let’s all worship Scout,” she pouted.

      “Emma and I have issues,” I said to Andrea. I clapped my hands to get everybody’s attention. “Okay, we have some things to discuss. I’m just going to throw it out there—nobody is allowed to speak while I’m talking. You can ask questions when I’m finished. Please limit yourself to no more than two questions, because I’m tired.”

      Gunner’s smile broadened. “And you think you’re not good with people,” he teased.

      I ignored him. “Several days ago, the body of a local was found at an old hunting lodge. It had been there for days, and the same symbol Yolanda branded herself with—the same one that was put on all those zombies—was burned into the wall. A day after that discovery, a Bay City man was found dead on a hunting trail with the same symbol carved into him. A day after that, a couple was killed at a cabin on the lake. Yolanda’s shifters are hunting.”

      “I wonder what they’re looking for,” Ezekiel mused.

      I jabbed a finger at him. “What did I say?” I narrowed my eyes and waited to make sure he wasn’t going to speak again before continuing. “In addition to the murders, Yolanda has been stalking Mama Moon’s bear Barney. To keep Barney safe, we’ve moved him to Hemlock Cove. Tillie Winchester is now treating him as her sidekick.”

      “I’ve always wanted a pet bear,” Emma murmured. She seemed only partially interested in the conversation.

      “The night we found the first body, I dreamed of an especially powerful vampire,” I continued. “Her name was Esther, and it turns out it wasn’t a dream. She’s been communicating with Evan too. She shifted her cottage between planes and has set up shop in Hemlock Cove. She’s an apex vampire.”

      I had Emma’s full attention now as her mouth formed an O. “Are you kidding me? I thought apex vampires were legends.”

      “Apparently not,” I replied. “Esther says she can’t interfere in our fight—although she is the one who told me who Rick and Andrea are—and admits she’s here because she believes Yolanda has tapped another apex creature to fight alongside her.”

      “There are other types of apexes,” Ezekiel noted. He had Andrea tucked in at his side, and I knew they would be catching up with one another for days now that they were reunited. “It could be a shifter apex, or something even older.”

      “We’re not yet sure how to narrow down our choices,” I said. “Right now, it’s simply another piece of the puzzle.”

      “What about Yolanda?” Rick asked. “When was the last time anybody saw her?”

      “The night before last,” I replied, grimacing at the memory. “She followed us to Hemlock Cove in an attempt to get Barney. A local woman said she’d met Yolanda three days before. I don’t think she’s staying in Hemlock Cove, but she is venturing into the town on occasion.”

      “That’s not very smart,” Rick said. “The witches in that town are notorious.”

      “They are, and you will meet them sooner rather than later.”

      “Is that all?” Emma asked dryly. “That seems like a boring few days for you.”

      “Well, if you must know, I also got frostbite, almost froze to death in the river, cuddled with a bear, saw a prophecy … and shot off an email to someone I lost when I was a kid.” It was only then that I realized I hadn’t checked my email for a response from Poet. I’d been too caught up with my parents.

      “Who did you lose?” Andrea asked. She almost looked fearful to hear the answer. “Was it an adoptive parent?”

      I understood what she was worried about. “I never stayed with a family long enough to be adopted,” I assured her. “This is someone I was in a group home with.”

      Andrea looked horrified. “You were in a group home?”

      “It doesn’t sound like you’ve done much bonding,” Emma noted as she flopped onto the couch. “You’re not a very good daughter if you don’t volunteer important information, Scout.”

      “Shut up.” I cuffed the back of her head, harder than was likely necessary, and focused on Andrea. “This isn’t the time to talk about my terrible childhood. If you need a crash course, I’m sure Emma can fill you in.”

      “I would totally love that,” Emma enthused.

      “Knock it off,” Ezekiel ordered. “Scout has her hands full. Can you not be difficult for once?”

      Emma looked chastised.

      When Ezekiel turned back to me, he was somber. “What do you want us to do?”

      “I don’t want you to do anything yet,” I replied. “In fact, you’re going back into hiding.”

      Emma jumped to her feet. “The hell we are!”

      I kept my attention on Ezekiel. “Yolanda and her shifters are looking for Rick and Andrea. They’re killing people to get to them. I’ve placed some booby traps on their property, but that won’t be enough over the long haul. I want you removed from the situation until I know more.”

      “I understand,” Ezekiel said. “That’s why you were asking about provisions.”

      “I don’t expect to keep you on the other plane for more than a day or two. I just need breathing room.”

      “And that’s what you’ll get.” Ezekiel took me by surprise when he stepped forward and engulfed me in a hug. “You did so well, my girl.”

      “I didn’t do anything but happen upon them,” I countered. “We’ve barely even talked. Trust me, the hard stuff is yet to come.”

      “You’ll figure it out.” Ezekiel winked as he pulled back. “You always do.”

      “I just need one less thing to worry about right now. You are shifting planes, and I’m going on a Yolanda hunt.”

      “Maybe we should come with you,” Rick suggested. “We can help.”

      “Oh, you’re going to help, just not today.” I managed a wan smile. “This needs to happen.”
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      Our entire team was at the Cauldron when we returned. Bonnie Jenkins, who had been conducting research on local shifter family lines for the past two weeks, headed straight for me when I walked through the door.

      “You found your parents?” Her eyes were red and puffy. “I’m so happy for you!” She threw her arms around me and clung tight like a koala.

      I was half-hearted when returning the hug. When she didn’t let go, Gunner stepped in and pulled her away.

      “How about we don’t crowd Scout now, huh?” He leveled a serious look on Bonnie. “I think she needs some space.”

      I did need space. I needed it from all of them, including Gunner and Evan. I couldn’t very well demand that now given what we were dealing with, however. “I just … need a drink.” I hopped on the stool next to Evan, who wisely hadn’t come at me with a flurry of questions, and flashed a flat smile at Whistler when he lifted an eyebrow. “I’ll take something strong that doesn’t taste like ass.”

      He nodded. “I’m on it.”

      I rubbed my forehead and blew out a sigh. I felt eyes on me, but I didn’t want to deal with any of them, so I kept my gaze on the bar.

      “How was the drop-off?” Rooster asked Gunner. “Any surprises?”

      “It went smoothly,” Gunner replied. I didn’t check over my shoulder to see if he was looking at me. I knew he was. “Ezekiel and Emma were happy to see them. Everybody was less happy about being shifted to a safer plane, but they understood.”

      “So Ezekiel did recognize them.” Rooster almost sounded disappointed. “I guess it wasn’t a con.”

      “No.” Gunner’s voice was soft. “There were tears. There were hugs. They’re all snuggled together in that cabin and safe for now.”

      “Which leaves what for us to do?” Marissa demanded. “Listen, I’m as happy as anybody that Scout has found her parents.”

      Multiple snorts erupted.

      “I am,” she snapped. “Maybe now she can leave with her family, and we’ll all be better for it.”

      “Shut up, Marissa,” Gunner growled as he claimed the stool on my other side. His hand landed on my back, but he didn’t prod me into talking. He knew I wasn’t ready.

      “I’m the only one who isn’t being an idiot,” Marissa argued. “Scout has thrown this team into upheaval ever since she arrived. Now she can leave, and things can go back to normal.”

      “That’s not how it works,” Rooster countered. “A war is going to play out in our town. It’s going to happen with or without Scout. Without her, we have no chance of winning. So, as Gunner so eloquently put it, shut the hell up.”

      “I hate you all,” Marissa snarled. I heard her angry footsteps on the wooden floor and knew she was stalking toward the back hallway. I was betting the home office had another call in its future.

      “What’s the plan now?” Rooster asked.

      It was only after several seconds passed that I realized the question was directed at me. “I don’t know yet. I need time to figure it out.”

      “Okay.” Rooster sounded utterly amiable. “Are you sure your head is in the game?”

      “Not right this second.” I accepted the drink Whistler slid in front of me and sipped it. “I don’t know what our next move is. I only know we’ve removed Rick and Andrea from the equation, and that feels like the smartest thing we could’ve done.”

      I saw Doc out of the corner of my eye. He was in his usual booth, his hand in the air like an eager student who had the answer to today’s quiz.

      “I’d suggest going out to Cedar River and continuing the search, but I don’t know that we can find them,” I continued. “We need to try to protect the people out there.”

      “You think Yolanda’s people were looking for your parents?” Evan asked.

      There was no hesitation. “That’s exactly what I think. Somehow, they know Rick and Andrea are—or rather were—in that area. They’re hunting them.”

      “They want leverage,” Rooster said. “It makes sense. I … what, Doc?” he snapped. Our junior worker’s hand was still in the air. “Do you need something?”

      “I have something for Scout,” Doc replied. “I have a caller on hold. The call was bounced through the home office to me.”

      “A call for me?” I was confused. “It’s not someone asking about my car’s extended warranty, is it? I’m not in the mood.”

      “It’s Poet Parker,” Doc replied.

      I felt as if I was falling backward. Gunner’s arm tightened around my back. “Are you okay?” Concern filled his eyes. “I can get a number, and you can call her back.”

      I shook my head, forcing myself to remain calm. “It’s fine.” My legs were shaky when I started in Doc’s direction.

      “I’ve got her right here,” Doc said to the computer. “I’ll leave you guys to it.” He turned the computer to me.

      Poet sat on the other end of the call, dressed in a simple T-shirt, her long hair pulled back. She looked anxious.

      “Scout.” My name almost sounded reverent escaping from her lips.

      “Poet.”

      We stared at each other for what felt like a really long time and then both burst out laughing.

      “It’s like we were never apart,” she said when she recovered. “I can’t tell you how good it is to see you.”

      “You too.” I had never meant anything more. “I looked for you. When we were separated, I was sent to two different group homes. The last one was a stopgap of sorts. I was allowed to do what I wanted, when I wanted, as long as I didn’t cause any trouble. I searched for you all the time.”

      “I heard whispers about you when I was on the street,” Poet said. “People talked about a mouthy blonde who could shoot fire from her hands. I knew it was you, but by the time I got to the locations, you were always long gone.”

      “Did you really live on the streets?” Just thinking about it broke my heart.

      “It wasn’t so bad. We jumped from park to park. Sometimes we stayed in shelters, but only when it was really cold.” She hesitated. “You remember how I used my magic?”

      I nodded and smiled. “You made that one kid think he was a chicken, and he went around clucking for three days.”

      “Yes, well, on the streets, I modified my efforts a bit.” Poet was calm from all outward appearances, but when she lifted her water bottle to take a swig, I noticed her hands shaking. “I’d find businessmen on the street, convince them they weren’t seeing what they saw, and steal their wallets. That’s how we survived.”

      “That’s what happens on the streets,” I said simply.

      She grinned. “One day, I tried it on a mage. He chastised me, bought me lunch, and then offered me the chance of a lifetime. I thought for sure he was a pervert, but he let me see inside his mind. It was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “And that, ladies and gentlemen, is how Poet Parker joined the circus,” I teased.

      “Pretty much,” she confirmed. “I got your email this morning. I emailed back, but I couldn’t wait for you to respond. I contacted Spells Angels through the main office—I’m going to need dirt on whatever that is—and they put me in contact with you.”

      “It’s a very long story,” I admitted.

      “I want to hear it.”

      “Well, I don’t know what to say.” I touched my tongue to my top lip and debated. “It’s essentially a group of monster hunters. We have branches all over the country. I joined the Detroit branch when I was still in my teens, and now I’m in northern Lower Michigan.”

      “Yes. Hawthorne Hollow. I looked it up on a map.” Poet bobbed her head. “I was in Hemlock Cove last year. I can’t believe you were so close, and I missed you.”

      “I looked at the dates. I was still in Detroit when you were visiting Hemlock Cove.”

      “I was in Detroit too.”

      I let loose a laugh. “Well, I guess it wasn’t meant to be.”

      “And yet somehow you thought to look for me now,” Poet said. “There must be a reason.”

      She was good at filtering through the crap. Apparently, she could still read me too. “We have some … issues. I’m at the center of a prophecy, if you can believe that.”

      “I can totally believe that.”

      “A lot has been going on, so I went to the woman who saw the initial vision and demanded she show me.” I sucked in a breath and then sipped my cocktail. I hadn’t brought it with me and yet it had appeared on the table. I was clearly out of it. “She gave me a lot of reasons why it might be a bad idea, but she showed me.”

      “Is this one of those ‘end-of-the-world’ prophecies?”

      I chuckled. “No, but it could mean very bad things for the people here. It involves a big battle. Traditionalist shifters are making a move. They want to eradicate anybody who doesn’t align with their ideals.”

      “Sounds lovely.”

      “It’s a bunch of crap. One of those shifters is my boyfriend’s mother.”

      “Oh, fun. I love a potential future mother-in-law who is evil.”

      “Right?” I grinned, my insides relaxing. “She escaped from a mental hospital a few weeks ago—it’s a long story—and now she’s trying to kill us. She’s at the center of the prophecy. When I saw it, you were standing next to me on the battlefield.”

      If the information surprised Poet, she didn’t show it. “Any time frame for this apocalypse? I should probably clear my schedule.”

      I meant to laugh, but I burst into tears instead. I couldn’t believe it. I was not a crier. “I’m sorry,” I blubbered as I wiped at my cheeks. “I’m being an idiot.”

      “No, you’re not.” Poet was firm. “I can feel your angst from here. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      That only made me cry harder. “How can you feel me from there? I don’t even know where you’re calling me from.”

      “Texas. The second I read that email, I wanted to see you. The moment I acknowledged that, I started to feel you. My powers have been a bit wonky lately.”

      “Because you got a power upgrade?”

      “How did you know that?”

      “Spells Angels spies.”

      “Well, screw them.” She chuckled. “I figured there were other groups monitoring paranormals. We have a former cop with us, and he said as much. It’s fine. As for my power upgrade, I’m still figuring things out. We don’t need to talk about me right now. Let’s talk about you.”

      “I’m not sure I want to talk about me. My life is suddenly a mess.”

      “Then we’ll say one thing about ourselves and trade off,” Poet said in reasonable fashion. “I’ll start. I’m engaged.” She held up her ring finger so I could see the amethyst ring I’d seen in the photos. “His name is Kade. He’s a mage. I love him very much.”

      I swiped at my tears again. “I live with a guy. His name is Gunner. He looks like Abercrombie’s version of a biker dude. He spends more time on his hair in the morning than I do.”

      “I heard that!” Gunner yelled from the other end of the bar.

      I laughed through my tears. “I love him.”

      “Good. I’m glad you’re happy.” Poet shifted on her chair. “I recently learned I’m descended from loas. I can do a great many new things, and they all freak me out.”

      Well, that explained that question. “I met my parents today.” I hadn’t even meant to say it.

      Poet’s eyebrows rose. “Really?”

      I nodded. “I had to hide them because everything is a mess here. They’re with my grandfather, who introduced me to the knowledge that I’m half pixie, and my sister, who teamed up with vampires and tried to kill me.”

      “Wow.” Poet leaned back. “And I thought I had the better story.”

      I laughed, but the tears kept coming. “I don’t know how I’m supposed to react. The people around me—all well intentioned—seemed confused that I’m not jumping for joy. I’m too numb for that.”

      “Only people who grow up without parents can understand,” Poet said reasonably. “Are your parents safe for now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are you safe for now?”

      Was I? “I have no idea. I set a bunch of booby traps on my parents’ property this morning hoping to lure in Gunner’s mother because she wants to kill us. She’s been hunting in that area. I only knew to do the booby traps because Tillie Winchester has been placing them. She’s a bit of a nut, but sometimes she has great ideas.”

      Poet’s smile was so wide it almost swallowed her entire face. “I know Tillie. Does that mean you have the Winchesters as backup?”

      “Yeah.” When I moved to wipe away more tears, I found they were no longer falling. “Bay has been a great help, but she can’t help me with this.”

      “Nobody can help you with your feelings regarding your parents,” Poet said. “You can only feel what you feel, and it isn’t fair to expect yourself to be okay with this hours after it happened. Don’t push yourself to make others comfortable with what you’re feeling. That’s not fair to you.”

      “I guess.” I rubbed my forehead. “I never thought I’d be at the center of a prophecy. It sounds ridiculous.”

      “Oh, I always knew you would be.” Poet bobbed her head. “I mean, of all my friends, I knew it would be you. In fact, remember when we spent that weekend imagining ourselves as superheroes?”

      I chuckled at the memory. “You wanted to be Marshmallow Girl if I remember correctly.”

      “S’more Girl. Get it right.” Poet wagged a finger. “I believe I suggested to you back then that you should be Prophecy Girl.”

      I froze. I’d forgotten all about that until she mentioned it. “Wait—”

      “I didn’t know,” she assured me. “I had no idea how this would play out. My powers weren’t all that well developed back then. Had I known, I would’ve told you.”

      “I know.” I did know that. She was loyal to a fault. “Have I mentioned how glad I am to have found you?”

      “I’m glad to have found you too. We just need to make sure I have your phone number, so I don’t have to talk to ten bureaucratic douches to get to you next time.”

      “That can be arranged.”

      “Good.” She was silent for several seconds. “Do you need me to come there?”

      The offer threw me. “No. I don’t expect you to drop everything and come to me. You have a job to do.”

      “I do, but … people are more important. If you need me, I can be on the next flight.”

      “I don’t think so. You’re in the prophecy, but there’s no proof that the scene I saw will play out anytime soon. We have a lot of enemies to handle before we get to that point.”

      “I’ll be there when you need me. I promise.” She cocked her head. “Was I alone, or were there people with me?”

      “There were three men with you. One could shoot fire, another had some sort of magic I couldn’t immediately identify, and one was a shifter.”

      “That would be Kade, Cole, and Luke.” She smiled. “It’s like I have my own reverse harem but two of them are gay. It’s great. It also makes sense they would be with me. We’ll definitely be helpful for whatever you have planned.”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know what the plan is. I’m overwhelmed, and I don’t normally feel like this.”

      “It’s okay to be overwhelmed. We all feel that way from time to time. Focus on one thing at a time. Don’t try to juggle too much. You’ll find your equilibrium.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “Nobody is as tough as you, Scout. I knew that the moment we met. Even though we were separated all this time, I knew that you were okay. Nobody can beat you.”

      “Then why do people keep trying?”

      “The world is full of idiots.”

      We laughed again, and I realized I felt so much better than I had when I walked into the bar. “I don’t want to lose touch with you again.”

      “You won’t. In a year, we’re going to stop traveling and move to a tropical island. You should visit with your boyfriend so I can judge his hair for myself.”

      “That sounds fabulous.”
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      Gunner slid into the booth next to me at some point. I’d been sitting there so long I’d lost track of time. When I looked up, he was studying my face.

      “I’m fine,” I blurted to his unasked question.

      “I know.” He leaned in and kissed my forehead. “You seem happy.”

      “She’s okay.”

      “And you’re okay.”

      He understood, and that was only one of the reasons I’d fallen in love with him. “The odds of us both coming out okay seem long.”

      “I think that you were both destined for greatness. Part of me wonders what would’ve happened if you’d had the chance to grow together, but I’m glad you didn’t for purely selfish reasons.”

      I arched an eyebrow and waited.

      “If you’d been with Poet when that circus guy found her, you would’ve gone with her. I never would’ve met you,” he explained.

      I considered it. “I can’t imagine never meeting you. Who is to say I wouldn’t have met you when the circus came to town last year?”

      “I’m not much of a circus guy.”

      “Everybody loves elephant ears.”

      “That’s true.” He grinned. “You seem lighter now, Scout. I’m glad.”

      “She’s okay, and I guess I didn’t realize that I’d been carrying that weight for so long. I needed her to be okay.”

      “Because that means you’re okay.”

      I made a face. “This is not the time to play armchair psychologist. I’m good. That’s what matters.”

      “That is what matters.” He gave me a side hug and grinned. “I can’t wait to meet her. She seems cool. Plus, I have questions about traveling with the circus.”

      He wasn’t the only one.

      “Why didn’t you ask her to come?” he asked. “I would’ve thought you’d be all over the chance to meet up.”

      “Oh, I want to see her.” I’d never meant anything more. “Now isn’t the time. I don’t know much about what’s to come, but we’re nowhere near the big battle yet. I can’t drag her away from her life when it’s not necessary.”

      “That’s very practical of you.” He gave a sly grin. “It’s sweet. At least you two can be in contact via phone and computer going forward.”

      “I want to get the dirt on her fiancé when we have time. I bet he’s cool.”

      “And you want to give her the dirt on me, don’t you? I mean … I am fabulous.”

      “You’re full of yourself.” I gave him a light elbow to the stomach. “I appreciate you letting me talk to her alone.”

      “Baby, that was your moment. I would never steal that from you.”

      We sat in silence, both perfectly happy for the first time in weeks, and then the phone behind the bar rang. I jerked up my head when Whistler reached for it. Nobody ever called the bar’s main line.

      “Get up,” I ordered Gunner.

      “What?” He was obviously confused.

      “Get up.” I shoved him out of the booth and abandoned the computer. I was halfway across the bar when Whistler answered. My gaze never left his face as it drained of color while he listened to the caller on the other end of the line.

      “What is it?” Rooster demanded. He was on his feet too.

      “That was Graham,” Whistler replied as he lowered the phone. “There’s a magical attack happening right now. At Mama Moon’s place.”

      I stormed toward the front door. There was no point in pondering what was happening. We already knew. Mama Moon was under attack, and there was only one person who would dare move on her.

      Gunner was through the door on my tail. He met Evan’s gaze as the vampire joined us in the parking lot. “I’m guessing you’re going on foot.”

      “It will be faster that way,” Evan agreed grimly. “I’ll do what I can and protect her until you get there.”

      “Be careful,” I ordered. “Yolanda would love nothing more than to take you out. You’re a target because you’re in the prophecy with us.”

      “I’m not afraid of Yolanda.” The words were barely out of his mouth and then he was gone.

      “Let’s go,” Gunner ordered when I remained rooted to my spot a second longer than necessary. “We have to get to her.”

      

      GUNNER BLOCKED THE DRIVEWAY LEADING to Mama Moon’s. He didn’t dare drive all the way in because that would make us sitting ducks. He angled his truck to block off escaping shifters and started directing an incoming Rooster and Whistler to do the same.

      “I’m going in,” I announced as I started along the driveway.

      “Wait for me,” Gunner ordered.

      I shook my head. “Stay here.”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Stay here,” I snapped. “I’ll handle this.”

      I could still hear Gunner grumbling as I continued up the drive. I camouflaged myself under a spell and stormed into the melee. The shifters were yelling, searching through the trees for Mama Moon. They hadn’t yet realized I was there.

      I tracked the first shifter on the east side of the property. I didn’t recognize him, but he looked and smelled like meth. I dropped my camouflage cloak when I was directly behind him and pressed my hand to his back while uttering a spell, “Uro.”

      He froze in place, flames erupting from his chest, and then turned to ash in an instant.

      “That’s a solid spell,” Evan noted as he appeared on my right, dirt streaking his face and a splotch of blood on his shoulder. “Do you want to kill them all?”

      “Have you been serving them tea?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve taken out three. You’re going to have to work hard to catch up.”

      He was a little smug for my comfort, so I whipped two bursts of magic—one to the south and one to the north—and caught two approaching shifters. I froze them in place, and then watched as they fell like bowling pins and magical ropes appeared to keep them bound against trees.

      “You’re such a showoff,” Evan complained while smiling. “That’s a nice spell. I don’t think we can take all of them into custody, though.”

      “That would be cumbersome,” I agreed. I flicked my eyes to the open expanse in front of Mama Moon’s store. “Where is she?”

      “I haven’t seen her. She’s in the woods somewhere. I’ve heard them talking. I think she’s giving as good as you are.”

      “Good. I want to do real damage to their numbers. It will cause them to retreat for more than a few hours to lick their wounds.”

      “We can keep these two to question later,” he said, angling his head toward the pair I’d knocked out and harnessed to the trees. “I say we kill the rest unless there’s some specific reason not to.”

      I glanced back in the direction I’d come from. “Gunner and Rooster are blocking the driveway. I wish they would stay down there.”

      “You know that’s not going to happen.”

      I was resigned to that. “Keep your eyes open for them.”

      “You do the same.”

      We headed in different directions. I heard growls and footsteps in the distance, but there was no movement that I could see. I took three steps before I felt a presence move in at my left. It was nobody I recognized, so I didn’t hesitate before unleashing a wave of pink fire. When I looked, a charred shifter fell forward, exploding into a ball of ash as he hit the ground.

      “That seems like cheating,” a female voice said from my right.

      I turned to find Yolanda emerging from the overgrowth. She held a gun.

      “Talk about cheating,” I replied. The gun was an element I wasn’t expecting. In hindsight, I should have. My magic held no equal as far as she was concerned. Of course she would look for something to give her an edge. “Are you licensed to carry a gun? I’m guessing the hospital would frown on that.”

      Yolanda let loose a hollow laugh. “You think you’re funny, don’t you?”

      “I have it on good authority that I’m downright hilarious.”

      “Whoever told you that was lying.”

      “Your son thinks I’m an absolute delight.”

      “My son has been misled by a great many people in his life,” she gritted out. Her eyes were crazy—online breakdown crazy. I had to wonder if there was a little something else affecting her mood.

      “You guys are cooking meth, aren’t you?”

      “Oh, listen to you,” Yolanda sneered. “You think you’re so great and strong, so above us. You’re an abomination.”

      “Is that because I’m only half witch?”

      “All witches should be killed.”

      “That seems a bit extreme.” I kept my eyes on the gun. “Are you really going to shoot me? That seems so … anticlimactic.”

      “The gun isn’t for you.”

      My blood ran cold. “I won’t let you near him. You’ve done all the damage you’re going to do there.”

      “You’re such a bossy thing,” Yolanda ranted. “I’m guessing that’s how you managed to get as far as you have in life despite your less than noble beginnings. Part of me is impressed with all you’ve managed to accomplish on your own. But you’re still an abomination.”

      “I’m stronger than you,” I crooned because I knew it would irritate her.

      “We’ll see about that.” A muscle worked in Yolanda’s jaw. “Where is my son? Mommy wants to see her bouncing baby boy.”

      I hated—absolutely loathed—the gleam in her eyes. “I won’t let you touch him.” I meant it with every fiber of my being. “I will rip you inside out before I let you hurt him further. You’ve done enough.”

      “I tried to purify him,” Yolanda snapped. “The goal was to save him. His father prevented that.”

      “Purify him?” I scoffed. Then reality hit me in the face. “You tried to purify him.” The second time I said it there was no question lacing the words, just sad realization. “You thought you could purify him through fire and burn out the parts you didn’t like. Good grief, lady, you’re nuttier than a Peanut Buster Parfait. What is the matter with you?”

      “I’m a good mother. I tried to save my son.”

      “You’re a freak … and not in a good way. You never deserved your husband or son.”

      “They didn’t deserve me. They should’ve worshipped me. Instead, they locked me up. They both have payback coming. When that payback has been meted out, I will welcome them to the great beyond as heroes.”

      “So you want a new world order, but it won’t be open to your son and husband.”

      “Ex-husband, and definitely not. They haven’t proven themselves worthy.”

      This chick needed to die hard, but knowing she was dead on the battlefield in the prophecy had me hesitating. Was this what Mama Moon was so worried about? Under different circumstances I would’ve killed her and kept going without a backward glance.

      “Oh, look at you,” Yolanda teased. “You want to kill me and yet you can’t. You’re afraid you’ll hurt Gunner. That’s so sweet.” She beamed as she raised the gun several inches, aiming directly at my heart. “I want you to know that I appreciate your loyalty to my son. If you were a shifter, I’d welcome you with open arms.”

      “So this is it?” I wasn’t worried in the least. “This is where it ends? Somehow, I thought the final battle would be grander.”

      “We weren’t even trying to find Mama Moon, you idiot,” she taunted. “We just wanted to draw you out. We’re going to end you. Then we’re going to find your parents and end them. Then I’m going to teach my son and ex-husband a little lesson about loyalty. And when all that is done, I’ll be victorious on that battlefield.”

      She was unbelievable. “Just one little thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “All the shifters surrounding us in the trees? They’re dead. My vampire just killed them.”

      Momentarily dumbstruck, Yolanda lowered the gun about two inches as a body dropped from the boughs above. I took advantage of her distraction and strode forward, using my magic to keep her arm down even as I threw a punch and rocked her backward. I caught the gun as her body snapped back, ripping it from her hand as her eyes rolled back in her head, and she hit the ground.

      “Is she dead?” Evan asked as he emerged from the trees.

      “No.” I used my pixie magic to bind her. “She’ll wish she’d died here when I’m finished with her.” I handed the gun to Rooster as he joined us. I’d felt his presence too, and that was how I knew everything was going to be okay. “Has anybody seen Mama Moon?”

      “Not yet,” Rooster replied. “We were kind of hoping you would have her sewed up neat and tight at this point.”

      “She can’t be far.” I moved away from Yolanda—I’d had my fill of her today—but when my gaze fell on the tree line, there was a new foe to contend with. “Son of a witch!” I raised my hands to throw magic at the robed figure. The figure made a tsking sound and retreated into the trees as my magic ricocheted back at me.

      I ducked in time as the magic bounced away into the woods.

      “That has to be the apex,” Evan snapped as he hurried after the figure.

      I opened my mouth to stop him too late. He hit the tree line with a purpose, and within a split-second was flying through the air in my direction. I caught him with my magic to make sure he wouldn’t hit the ground too hard.

      I could either chase the apex or stay with Evan. I opted for the latter.

      “Evan?” I patted his cheek as I knelt next to him, my eyes moving back to the trees to scan for the apex. It was gone. “Evan, I need you to open your eyes.” I pressed my hand to his chest to feel for a heartbeat. It wasn’t as regular as a human’s, but it was there.

      “Is he okay?” Gunner demanded as he emerged from the trees in the opposite direction. “I found Mama Moon by the way. She’s with Marissa and Bonnie until the area is secured.”

      “I think the area is mostly clear,” Rooster replied. “Well, other than whatever that thing was over there.” He pointed to where the apex had disappeared.

      Gunner moved to head in that direction, but I used my magic to trip him.

      “No!” I snapped when he shot me an incredulous look from the ground. “Don’t go after that thing. It’s way more powerful than we are.”

      Gunner hesitated, searching my face, and then nodded. “Okay.” He crawled to me and positioned himself next to Evan. “Is he going to be okay?”

      “I think he’ll be fine. Whatever that apex was, it hit him with an intense dose of magic. He’ll wake up.” Or maybe I just hoped that. “I captured your mother again, so we can celebrate that while we’re waiting for Evan to wake up.” I felt lame saying it, but I figured a bit of levity in the moment couldn’t hurt.

      Confused, Gunner’s eyes landed on Yolanda. “Why didn’t you kill her?” His voice was icy.

      “I thought I would torture her for information first. You know how I love doing that.”

      Gunner snorted. “You are a master.” He rested his hand on Evan’s shoulder. “I’ll wait with him if you want to sweep the area with your magic. That’s the only way we’ll be certain we’re clear.”

      I hesitated. “You’ll be okay?”

      He nodded. “I’m good, Scout. I won’t do anything weird while you’re gone.”

      “Okay. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.” He attempted a smile, but it fell flat. His eyes kept darting to Yolanda.

      “Just wait for me to do anything,” I pleaded. “I really do want to torture her.”

      “I’ll try to refrain from killing her until you’re ready. You have my word.”
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      Graham took the two shifters into custody. He said he would handle them, but I had no idea what that meant. Was he going to kill them? Something worse? He darted concerned looks at Yolanda as we loaded her into Rooster’s truck—I figured putting her in a vehicle with Gunner was a bad idea—and then we left.

      “What do you think?” Rooster asked as we surveyed the damage to Mama Moon’s property. In the grand scheme of things, there wasn’t much to fix. My problem was that they’d managed to cross her wards.

      “We need to know what apex they’re working with,” I replied as I dragged a hand through my hair. “That thing was powerful.”

      “And yet it didn’t try to free Yolanda when you knocked her out.”

      I glanced around to see if anybody was eavesdropping. “I’m guessing that Yolanda isn’t fun for anybody, including the people she’s working with. She thinks she’s in charge, but she’s just a means to an end. They don’t want her.”

      “Why not kill her?” Rooster asked. “If they’re done with her, isn’t she dangerous to them?”

      “Not if they haven’t told her anything of importance.”

      Realization dawned on Rooster’s face. “She’s always been a cover for them.”

      “Maybe not always,” I hedged. “Once she was locked away, she was never part of their master plan. They arranged for her escape to rattle us. Now that they know we’ve adjusted to her presence, she’s no longer important. In fact, she’s likely a detriment.”

      “But you’re still going to question her.”

      “I have plans for Yolanda.” I was grim as I regarded her in the back seat. “Even if she doesn’t know the important stuff, she can provide helpful information. But I don’t want her alone with Gunner and Graham.”

      Rooster’s eyebrows hopped. “Don’t they have a right to be part of this?”

      “Absolutely.” I would never say otherwise. “They can be with me when I question her. But if they are alone with her, she’ll push all the wrong buttons, and they’ll kill her.”

      “And you don’t want them living with that,” he surmised.

      I hesitated, but only for a second. “Gunner would kill her to protect me, and I don’t want that on his conscience. Graham would kill her to ensure Gunner doesn’t have to. I don’t want that on either of their consciences. She has to die, but I don’t want either of them doing it.”

      “Which means you have to do the dirty work.” Rooster didn’t look thrilled with the realization. “Scout, not all of this is your responsibility. You don’t have to do it all.”

      “In this instance, I think I do. But we’re not there yet.” I glanced at Evan as he approached. “Can you ride with Rooster to the Cauldron? We’re going to put Yolanda in Emma’s old cell. I’m going to call Bay before we leave. I want help drawing wards around that room.”

      “I thought you said the apex doesn’t want Yolanda,” Rooster challenged.

      “The apex could’ve rescued Yolanda but didn’t,” I clarified. “That doesn’t mean it won’t try to take her from us.”

      “You really think the Winchesters can magically stop that from happening?” Rooster challenged. “They’re powerful, Scout, but if your wards aren’t working, what makes you think theirs will?”

      “Because Tillie has a diabolical mind, and Bay can order ghosts around,” I said. “We need to think outside the box.”

      Rooster pressed his lips together as the specifics of my plan came into focus. “That’s smart.”

      “Yes, I’m a veritable genius.” I flicked my eyes to Gunner and Graham, who were standing together with Mama Moon. “Evan can keep Yolanda in line. I want to ride with Gunner, just to be on the safe side.”

      “That’s no problem,” Evan assured me. “I’ll handle calling Tillie. She’ll want to be a part of this, especially when she realizes you’re going to torture Yolanda.”

      “That will definitely make Tillie happy,” I agreed. “Ask them to be there in an hour. We’ll finish up here and then head out.”

      “What about Mama Moon?” Rooster asked. “It’s not safe for her to stay here any longer.”

      “We’ll talk to her, but she’s an adult. We have to let her make her own decisions.”

      

      BAY, TILLIE, AND THISTLE BROUGHT chili and cornbread, and I was practically drooling when Bay slid a bowl in front of me.

      “Yolanda is in the back room,” Bay announced as she sat across from me. “What’s the plan? Evan didn’t have any specifics.”

      “I want to ward the room.” I dunked the cornbread in the chili. “It has to be done in such a way that we keep the apex out.”

      “How are we going to do that?” Bay asked.

      It was the same question that had been rolling through my head since we’d captured Yolanda. “I was thinking we could build Tillie’s booby traps into the wards, direct them at the apex and anybody trying to rescue Yolanda, and maybe tie some swarming ghosts to the wards in case they break.”

      “You want to…” Bay trailed off and furrowed her brow. “That’s ingenious.”

      “Is it?” I was suddenly nervous about my plan. “I don’t know what else to do. I scanned the wards at Mama Moon’s after the shifters fled. The apex made holes in them.”

      “How can you be certain it was the apex?” Evan asked. He had a bowl of chili when he sat next to me and looked thrilled.

      “You always loved chili,” I remembered. “You made us go to that dive bar with the worst drinks known to man but amazing chili.”

      “I do love chili.” Evan was all smiles as he dug in. I couldn’t detect anxiety when reading him. “And since the Winchesters have never come across a dish they can’t make better than anybody else, I bet their chili is amazing.”

      “It’s pretty good,” Bay agreed on a grin. “You should try the corn chowder. That’s one of my favorites.”

      “I love corn chowder,” Gunner announced as he arrived with his own bowl of chili. “Make sure I’m invited on corn chowder night.”

      “My mother says you have a standing invitation,” Bay replied. “She loves you, even more so than Landon because she finds you far less irritating. Don’t tell Landon. He still thinks he’s her favorite.”

      “I’m going to tell him.” Gunner chuckled. “I’m going to rub it in big time.”

      Even though the levity was needed, I turned the conversation back to Yolanda. “Do you think the wards will work?”

      Bay held out her hands. “We’ve never had problems with anyone blowing past our wards. Mama Moon is a strong witch. It’s not as if she wasn’t putting effort into her wards.”

      “And I strengthened them,” I admitted.

      Bay cocked her head. “Well, that’s disheartening, but we have to deal with it.” She blew out a sigh. “We’ll start drawing them as soon as you eat. You need fortification.”

      “And this chili is amazing,” I said.

      We shoveled it in as a group for twenty minutes before heading to the storage room. Tillie was with Yolanda, the two glaring at each other.

      “Well, this looks cozy,” I drawled.

      “She’s mad,” Tillie offered, grinning. “She thinks this is only a temporary situation.”

      “She’ll come to reality soon,” I replied as I looked Yolanda up and down. “How are you feeling?”

      “Oh, like you care.” Yolanda made a face as she squirmed against her restraints. “Let me go!”

      “This is me considering your request.” I pointed at my face as I tilted my head and adopted a quizzical expression. “And this is me denying your request.” I kept my finger in place as my expression morphed into an “it’s-never-going-to-happen” grin.

      “I hate you!” Yolanda shrieked.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure the feeling is mutual.” I glanced at the door as Bonnie poked her head in. It was rare for her to get involved in prisoner issues, but she looked genuinely curious. “We’re just having a discussion,” I assured her.

      “Can I listen in?”

      The request threw me. “You want to watch me torture Yolanda?”

      “I’m just curious,” Bonnie replied. “This is a big deal. It’s the beginning of a war, right? That’s what everybody is saying.”

      That’s when I realized what was really going on with Bonnie. She enjoyed the day-to-day antics that went with being a member of our group. She was less keen about the big stuff. She wanted to watch because she was nervous and didn’t want to miss out on any important information in case it needed to be researched.

      “You can watch.” I indicated a chair in the back of the room. “Don’t get involved.”

      “Absolutely not,” she agreed as she took her seat.

      “I’m not talking to you,” Yolanda hissed. Her eyes were wide and blazed as Bay pressed her hands to the wall. “What is she doing? She’s not part of this. This doesn’t concern her.”

      “If it concerns Scout, it concerns me,” Bay replied, not bothering to look at the furious shifter. “We’re a team.”

      “Totally,” Tillie intoned. She had a stick—where had she gotten a stick?—and was using it to poke Yolanda. “Our team always wins.”

      “If you poke me with that stick again, I’ll choke you with it!” Yolanda was practically foaming at the mouth as she glared at Tillie. “I’ll choke the life right out of you!”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Tillie waved her left hand and gripped the stick in her right even tighter. “Can I keep her as a pet?”

      “No,” Bay answered without hesitation as she added magic to the wall. “Were you aware that the wards on this side have been degraded?”

      That was news to me. I abandoned Yolanda and joined Bay at the wall. When she used her magic to illuminate the wards, I was stunned at the weak links in the threads that had so carefully been built when Emma was a prisoner. “Well, how did that happen?”

      “I’m not sure.” Bay tilted her head and looked at the ceiling. “It didn’t happen all at once. This took time.”

      “Meaning what?” Gunner asked. “Was Emma working at the wards?”

      “That would be my guess, although I can’t be certain,” Bay replied. “It was definitely a witch. I want to say it was a less powerful witch, but I’m not certain. Throwing little doses of magic at the wards to degrade them is kind of ingenious. If she’d thrown everything she had at them to escape, it would’ve rebounded back at her, and she would’ve been hurt. These wards are ready to fail.”

      “Can we fix them?”

      “Yes.” She bobbed her head, “but we need to start from scratch. Can you lay down a ward base that I can tweak?”

      “Sure.” I pressed my hands to the wall and closed my eyes, pooling my magic. Pink light erupted from my fingers and began to spread. When I opened my eyes, I was stunned at the amount of light filling the room.

      “Interesting,” Bay noted. “I’ve never seen ward lights like that before.”

      “You and me both,” I muttered. “I … have never drawn wards like this.”

      Bay smiled. “Your pixie side must be catching up to your witch side. I like it.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “The magic is pink. So is the dust. When you healed Evan, you must have opened a door. Your magic is growing, and you don’t even realize it.”

      Was that good? “I guess I need to get in touch with my pixie side if we’re going to beat the apex.”

      Yolanda let loose a deranged laugh. “You can’t beat the apex. He’s bigger than you. He’s better than you. He’s going to put things right, and there’s not a thing you can do to stop him.”

      She sounded so sure of herself. “You know the apex could’ve saved you?” I challenged as the ward web grew in density and tightened. “He looked right at you and left.”

      The news was a shock to Yolanda. “That is not true.”

      “Oh, but it is. He could’ve overpowered us—we had no idea what we were up against—but he chose not to. I think that was a deliberate choice.”

      Yolanda fervently shook her head. “He had to run because otherwise he would’ve put himself at risk.”

      “If you say so.” Once I finished with the ward base, Bay added her magic. It was a bright purple, and I saw hints of black weaving through the threads.

      “What are you doing there?” Evan asked as he watched.

      “Since the apex made holes in Mama Moon’s wards, we’re trying something a little different,” I replied. “If he comes calling, he’ll have a rude awakening.”

      “You can’t stop him,” Yolanda insisted. “He’ll come for me tonight and take me away from this place.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to happen.” Despite how crazy and dangerous she was, part of me felt sorry for her. “He’s done with you.”

      Yolanda sneered. “He’s nowhere near done with me. He wouldn’t have broken me out of that horrible hospital if he didn’t have plans for me.”

      “I think you’ve served your purpose.” Since Bay and Tillie had taken over the wards—Tillie seemed gleeful laying her traps—I could focus my full attention on Yolanda. I sat across from her.

      “You were meant to throw us off our game,” I explained. “I don’t think your escape was as big of a boon as the apex anticipated. You’re a detriment to him now because you’re crazy as a loon. I doubt he’s coming for you.”

      “Then why worry about the wards?” Yolanda fired back.

      “The shifters might come for you,” I replied. “I think when they do come it’ll be to kill you rather than rescue you. The secrets they want to keep? You have answers. They’ll destroy you.”

      Yolanda’s face paled two shades, but she wasn’t yet ready to believe me. “You’re wrong. They need me. I’m their leader.”

      “You’re not, but I guess we’ll see. We’re going to leave you here tonight. You can do some thinking. I’ve got a nice idea for something you can binge watch in our absence. Tomorrow morning, we’ll come back, and we’ll have our discussion.”

      Yolanda’s eyes were dangerous slits. “I’ll never turn on my family.” She shot Gunner a smug look. “They’re my family. My first one betrayed me. My second never will.”

      “You’ve got some harsh realities coming your way,” Gunner fired back. “If they’re your family, more power to you. Nobody in your first family wants to claim you.”

      “You’ll see!” Yolanda screamed. “You’ll see how important I am when they come for me. You’ll wish you’d never turned on your mother.”

      “I hate that you’re my mother,” Gunner replied. “When you’re gone, I won’t feel anything but relief. If your own team kills you, so much the better.” With that, he turned and stalked out of the room.

      I exchanged a heavy glance with Evan and then forced an icy smile for Yolanda’s benefit. “Some self-reflection will do you good. Let’s see if you feel the same way tomorrow morning, shall we?”

      “You’ll regret crossing me,” Yolanda warned. “I will end you.”

      “Better soldiers have tried. Either way, enjoy your Hee Haw and have a nice night.”
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      We tested the wards eight different ways. Bonnie followed us, delighted and awestruck. She kept repeating that she never would’ve thought of placing wards the way we were and then exclaimed she was going to research how else we might be able to erect wards utilizing different types of magic before taking off with her computer.

      I stopped next to Rooster’s spot at the bar long enough to have a serious conversation with him. “Raisin is going to be a target.”

      He slid his eyes to me and nodded. “I know. I’ve already moved them.”

      “You have? Where?”

      “The Overlook. Tillie arranged it. They’ve been there before, and Winnie said she’s fine having guests because it’s the dead season. I offered to pay, but she refused to take the money.”

      That sounded like Winnie. “I know you’ll miss having Raisin around the next few days, but it’s safer for her.”

      “Actually, I’m not going to miss Raisin at all.” Rooster made a face. “A little time away from her new boyfriend is a good thing in my book.”

      He loved Raisin like she was his own. “She doesn’t like that guy. She’s just trying to teach you a lesson. She thinks you took something away when you made the last guy break up with her. This is her payback. She knows he’s a bad guy.”

      “It’s stupid even under those circumstances.”

      I didn’t disagree. “She’s a teenager. They do stupid things. She’ll outgrow it.”

      Rooster didn’t look convinced. “Not soon enough.”

      “It’s kind of funny.” I shrank back when he pinned me with a death glare. “Maybe not funny,” I clarified quickly. “I guess it’s more on brand. The more you react, the more she’ll do it.”

      “Winnie said she and her sisters were going to have a talk with Raisin about her choice in men,” Rooster said. “I gladly took her up on the offer.”

      I tried to picture Raisin’s face when Winnie, Twila, and Marnie sat her down to explain about men. “Well, you’re even better at this parenting thing than I realized,” I said. “What a great way to pay her back.”

      “I thought you’d like it.” Rooster rubbed his hands on his jeans. “Mama Moon won’t leave her property. There’s nothing I can do to make her. She’s vulnerable.”

      “She is, but she’s an adult.”

      “Are you safe at the cabin? Part of me thinks we should all collapse on one location and stick together. We can put all of our efforts into protecting that location.”

      It was an interesting notion, one I discarded almost immediately. “That might be what they want us to do. I don’t think we’re there yet. They lost a lot of soldiers today. They’ll take time to lick their wounds.”

      “I’d attack right away,” he argued. “So would you. That’s the smart move.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t know that they’re ready. We’re fine for tonight.”

      “I hope you’re right. I don’t want to lose anybody.”

      “Have a little faith.”

      “It’s a lot easier to have faith when wards aren’t showing up with holes in them.”

      

      EVAN PROMISED TO CHECK ON Raisin and Barney when he got back to Hemlock Cove. I wanted to ask him to stay at the inn with the others, but I knew he wouldn’t. Instead, I ordered him to be vigilant and waved goodbye.

      The ride home was quiet. Gunner clearly had a lot on his mind. Once we arrived, I checked on Merlin and fed him before taking the leftover chicken from the refrigerator for a snack.

      “What are you thinking?” Gunner asked when he’d finished checking all the windows and doors. He grabbed a chicken leg from the container and bit into it.

      “The apex must be a shifter,” I replied. “Why else would he align himself with a group of frothing-at-the-mouth shifters who are clearly dabbling in meth?”

      “It makes the most sense,” Gunner agreed. “How can we be sure we’re dealing with a male?”

      “We can’t, but whoever was in those robes was tall.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily make it a man.”

      I leaned back on my elbows. “I felt magic at Mama Moon’s place today—not her magic.”

      Gunner lifted his chin. “Meaning?”

      “Those shifters are using magic. I’m not sure how. I’m not sure why. I just know that there’s more than just shifter mania going on.”

      “Could the apex have magic? Even if he’s a shifter apex, he might have some sort of magic.”

      “It’s possible. Esther is definitely more than a vampire, and she has magic. This felt like witch magic.”

      “Mama Moon would’ve been protecting herself.”

      “It didn’t feel like protection magic. It was more … insidious.”

      Gunner grabbed another piece of chicken. “Do they have a witch on their side?”

      “Feels like it. I can’t be certain, of course, but I don’t know how else to explain it.”

      “Well, crap.” Gunner kept munching. “How do we find out?” he asked after he’d swallowed.

      “I don’t know yet. I might need to pay another visit to Esther.”

      “She said she wouldn’t help us,” Gunner reminded me.

      “Yes, and then one day later she got angry with me for not recognizing Rick and Andrea were my parents.”

      “That’s true.” His eyes were contemplative when they locked with mine. “You’re dealing with a lot. Between finding Poet and your parents, I can’t believe you’re not overwhelmed. Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Not right now. I’m compartmentalizing. I can’t think too hard about Rick and Andrea because I’ll want to curl into a ball and cry. That won’t help given what we’re facing.”

      Gunner smiled. “You never curl into a ball and cry. But I understand.”

      “I know you do. You want to do the same because of Yolanda.”

      His smile disappeared in an instant. “I don’t care about her.”

      “She’s your mother.”

      “She’s the woman who tried to kill me. That’s how I think of her. When she dies, it will be a relief.”

      I didn’t believe that. “Gunner—”

      He cut me off. “Scout, I don’t want to talk about her. It makes me irrationally angry. You’re the only one here. You’ll be the recipient of that anger if you push me.”

      I stared at him a moment and then nodded. “We’re terrible when it comes to burying our feelings. You know we’re going to have to get over that if we ever have those kids you keep mentioning. Parents can’t be emotional vacuums.”

      His smile was back. “Fair point. But we don’t have to fix that facet of our personalities today.”

      I abandoned the chicken and sidled over to him, smiling when he automatically opened his arms and pulled me in for a hug. “I’m here if you need to talk.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s supposed to be my line. You’re dealing with more than I am right now.”

      “It’s not a competition.”

      He grunted.

      “If it was, I would totally win,” I added, eliciting a laugh from him. “Do you want to take the chicken into the bedroom and get each other all greasy? I figure that’s the only way we’ll burn off this excess energy and actually get some sleep.”

      “See, you do know me.” He pulled back far enough to stare into my eyes. “I love you, Scout. No matter what crazy stuff the world throws at us, that will never change.”

      “I love you too. I’m still going to bug you to share your feelings occasionally. Movies have taught me that’s what I’m supposed to do.”

      Gunner snorted out a laugh. “How about we focus on horror movies for a bit?”

      “I was talking about horror movies.”

      “Ugh. You’re too much.” He released me and snagged the chicken. “Come on. I have plans for you.”

      

      THE VIEW THROUGH THE WINDOW WAS DREARY when I woke the next morning. There was no snow, but it looked as if it could start falling at any moment. I wanted to stay in my nice warm bed with my nice warm shifter more than anything, but that wasn’t an option. We had work to do today, and a lot of it.

      “My dad is bringing breakfast,” Gunner said as he shifted next to me. He showed no signs of wanting to greet the day either. “That suggests he’s bringing bad news along with the corned beef hash.”

      I brightened considerably. “Is he really bringing corned beef hash?”

      “That’s what he said.”

      “This day is already looking up.” I kissed his cheek. “Esther wasn’t in my dreams last night. I don’t know if that’s a good or bad sign.”

      “I see it as a good sign.”

      “Is that because neither of us can take another thing going badly without exploding?”

      “Pretty much.”

      I considered it a second and then grinned. “Have I mentioned I like the way you think?”

      “You’ll definitely like what I’m thinking if you decide to conserve water and take a shower with me before my dad gets here.”

      “Race you.”

      

      I DRESSED IN JEANS, A THERMAL TOP, and a flannel shirt before padding to the kitchen to feed Merlin breakfast. Gunner started the coffee, and by the time we finished Graham was knocking on the front door.

      “It’s still locked,” Gunner said as he started in that direction. “I forgot.”

      The Stratton men liked letting the little things get to them because it somehow allowed them the bandwidth not to freak out over the big things. It was an interesting trade-off, one I enjoyed watching play out.

      “Why didn’t you have the door open?” Graham groused as he followed Gunner into the kitchen. “You knew I was coming.”

      “Yes, because the worst thing that ever happened to you was being forced to knock,” Gunner agreed dryly. “Why do you have to complain about absolutely everything?”

      “It’s what I do.” Graham dropped the box of food on the table and immediately went for Merlin. “How is my favorite grandson?”

      To my surprise, Merlin stood on his hind legs and stretched out his front legs so Graham could easily pick him up. He’d never done that with me.

      “Who’s Grandpa’s favorite guy?” Graham crooned to the cat.

      “I’m pretty sure there’s an insult buried in there,” Gunner complained as I handed him a mug of coffee.

      “You’re my favorite guy,” I reminded him. “That’s what matters most.”

      Gunner shot me a wicked grin. “There is that.”

      Graham was all business when he returned Merlin to his breakfast and joined us at the table. “I have news.”

      “I’m guessing it’s not good news,” I groused as I opened my food container and took in the huge pile of corned beef hash. It smelled amazing. “That’s the stuff,” I said on a healthy inhale.

      “You’re very strange.” Graham shook his head and sipped his coffee before grabbing his own container. “Dale Green is dead. My men found him in several pieces on his front lawn this morning.”

      I paused with my fork halfway to my mouth. “Did you have to go into that much detail?” I complained.

      “Sorry.” Graham grimaced. “I needed to get it out there. My men, along with the Michigan State Police, have been patrolling that area since the last discovery. All the homeowners were accounted for … until this morning.”

      “Well, there goes that theory,” Gunner said, shaking his head.

      Graham’s face was blank. “What theory?”

      “We assumed the shifters would be regrouping because of the blow we dealt them at Mama Moon’s place yesterday,” I volunteered. “Obviously we were wrong.”

      “Or the group searching the Cedar River isn’t the same group,” Graham suggested.

      “What are the odds of that?”

      “Not great, but it’s weird that they would go out of their way to kill Dale when their numbers are depleted. He wasn’t a threat.”

      “Maybe they’re looking for something specific,” I mused. “Maybe it was more than just my parents. They’re definitely part of it, but that doesn’t mean they’re the only thing of interest.”

      Graham blew out a sigh. “I have the two shifters you knocked out yesterday in cells at the jail. They’re not talking.”

      “Yolanda wasn’t in a talkative mood last night either,” I supplied. “I’m hoping, after a night of leaving the television in her cell playing old episodes of Hee Haw, that she’ll be ready to break by the time we get over to the Cauldron.”

      Graham’s eyes went wide. “Hee Haw?”

      I nodded. “It’s supposed to be uber annoying.”

      “It is, but I don’t understand how you even know about that show. You’re too young.”

      “I Googled ‘the most annoying television shows in history’ and it was at the top of the list. I tracked it down on YouTube and wanted to kill myself two minutes into the first episode. It’s crazy the things people watched in the ’70s.”

      “Why are you looking at me when you say that?” Graham demanded. “I didn’t watch Hee Haw.”

      “That’s true,” Gunner said. “He was a Baywatch guy.”

      “I just liked the music,” Graham snapped.

      “Yeah, that was it.” Gunner rolled his eyes. “Men are pigs, baby. Except for me. I’m perfect.”

      I laughed. “I figure Yolanda will either be ready to cry or ready to strangle me. When I told her the apex had the chance to save her but didn’t, she tried to cover. It was obvious she was freaking out.”

      “That doesn’t mean she’ll help us,” Graham pointed out.

      “Maybe not today,” I said. “That apex isn’t coming back for her. She’s served her purpose, and I’m willing to bet she only has tidbits to share. They’re washing their hands of her, and when Yolanda realizes that, she’ll want payback.”

      “I hadn’t considered that, but it makes sense,” Graham said. “I want to be there when you question her.”

      “Can you promise not to let her get to you?”

      “No. I have some things I need to say to her. I want to see how she is with you. When this is all over, we’ll have some decisions to make. I want to get a feel for who she is when she’s not putting on an act before we make those decisions.”

      I understood. “You know she’s going to have to die.” It wasn’t a question. “No matter what, we can’t let her live. Even if we locked her in a hospital another twenty years, she’d still be a threat.”

      “To Gunner,” Graham surmised.

      “And you. She’s not that fond of me either.”

      “She has to die,” Graham said almost as if testing the words. “I still have some things I need to say to her. You know, closure and all.”

      I slid my eyes to Gunner. “I don’t think you’re the only one.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you she means nothing to me?” Gunner snapped.

      “It doesn’t matter how many times,” I replied. “You need to tell her how you feel and make sure she understands what she’s done. You won’t be able to let her go until you do.”

      “Do I get a say in how you deal with your parents? I’m just asking because I want to get the rules straight.”

      “I’m going to need you when it comes to dealing with my parents,” I admitted. “I feel like I have a ball of snakes crawling around in my belly whenever I think of them. Shoving them in the cabin for their safety was a convenient excuse to buy time.”

      Gunner deflated like a leaky balloon. “I can’t even argue with you when you say things like that.” He shook his head. “I’ll talk to her. I decide when I’ve said all there is to say.”

      “That’s more than fair.”

      “Me too,” Graham said. “We can talk to her together. There are some things we both want to get off our chests.”
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      Whistler and Rooster were in the Cauldron. The bar was quiet, half of it in shadow because it wasn’t open to the public, and when their gazes shifted to us, I knew we had a problem.

      “She didn’t escape?” I stormed forward.

      Rooster chuckled. “No. As far as I can tell, nobody even got near the building last night. We checked the camera feeds. There was nothing.”

      I glanced at the hallway that led to the storage room. “She can’t be happy about that.”

      Rooster held out his hands. He had a mug of coffee in front of him at the bar but still looked as if he was waking up. “I figured it was better to let you deal with her. I know she’s in there because I heard her cursing at the television when another episode of Hee Haw started.”

      “Ah, the gift that keeps on giving.” I smirked. “She should be primed and ready for a meltdown.”

      “Yeah, about that…” Rooster rubbed his cheek as his gaze bounced between us. “Is it a good idea for the three of you to be the interrogation team?” He looked uncomfortable asking the question. “Two members of your team have personal grudges.”

      “What are you worried about?” Graham asked, his face impassive.

      “You know what I’m worried about.” Rooster folded his arms across his chest. “That woman has done terrible things to you. I prefer you didn’t turn yourself into murderers. She’s the bad one. I need you to remember that.”

      My heart pinged, but I kept my smile in place. “They won’t kill her. That’s my job when I’m certain there’s not another bit of information we can wring out of her.”

      Rooster made a face. “You talk big, but you’re terrified of killing Yolanda. It needs to be done, but you’re afraid Gunner will come to hate you for it. How about instead of acting like the brave witch we already know you are, you tell the truth?”

      I wanted to find a hole to climb into. I felt Graham and Gunner’s eyes swinging to me. “I’m fine,” I replied automatically.

      “You’re not fine,” Rooster countered. “None of you are fine. You’re holding it together remarkably well, but life has shifted hardcore for you the past few months. You need to lean on us instead of shouldering all that responsibility yourselves.”

      “Is that true?” Gunner asked me. “Are you afraid I’ll turn on you because of my mother?”

      I closed my eyes and sighed. “It has crossed my mind,” I admitted. “I know it has to be done, otherwise we’ll spend our lives looking over our shoulders. She can do a lot of damage. Hell, she’s already done a lot of damage. But she’s still your mother.”

      “I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone,” Gunner replied. “Nothing will ever change that.”

      “I love you too,” Graham said gruffly as he slung an arm around my shoulders. “Let’s not get weird about this. We all know what has to happen. Nobody will hold anything against anybody.”

      I could only hope that was true. “We need to talk to Yolanda,” I explained to Rooster. “She’s been with the enemy. Heck, until a few days ago we thought she was the enemy. She might be able to tell us something.”

      “And if she can’t?” Rooster queried.

      I shrugged. “Then we end her.” It sounded bloodthirsty, and yet it was our only option. “She’s important in her own mind, which makes her doubly dangerous,” I said. “She’s been nothing but a distraction from the start. We need to know who’s really in charge and what they want.”

      “What if she has nothing to give?” Rooster asked.

      “Then we’ll have reached the end of our journey.” I swallowed hard. “It doesn’t have to be ugly. I can just … put her to sleep.” It sounded weird out loud. “In fact, I can slip a little something in her tea, and she’ll drift off without even realizing what’s happening.

      “It would be easier for us if we could kill her in battle,” I continued. “I don’t think we’ll get that option despite what I saw in the prophecy. Mama Moon warned me not to get hung up on the details. I bet if I saw the prophecy again Yolanda’s body wouldn’t be on that battlefield. Things have shifted.”

      Rooster rested his hand on my shoulder in fatherly fashion. “You’re strong, and it’s one of the things I’ve always appreciated about you. That doesn’t mean you need to carry the weight of the world. You don’t have to do it all alone. Let us help you.”

      On this one thing, he couldn’t help. It had to be me. “Thanks for your concern. I’ve got this.”

      “Okay.” Rooster held up his hands. “Good luck.”

      “Thanks, but if it’s one thing I’m good at, it’s interrogations.”

      

      YOLANDA WAS SPITTING MAD WHEN WE made our way into the storage room. She paced the tiny room like a caged animal and threw herself at me the second I opened the door. I caught her around the throat.

      “None of that,” I warned as I squeezed her throat until she made a sound like a crying toddler. When I released her, she backed away and glared. “You’re not in charge here, Yolanda. I need you to realize that if we’re going to move forward.”

      “I’ve always been in charge,” she hissed as she leaned her shoulder against the wall. “I’m pulling the strings.”

      “You need to believe that, but it’s obviously not true.” I glanced at the television, took in the singing women in midriff-baring flannel tops, and shook my head as I turned it off. “How was your binge session?”

      “That television can’t be turned off or unplugged,” Yolanda raged. “Even when I tried to destroy it, there was a shield in place. I couldn’t get away from the noise.”

      “That’s why it’s called torture.” I sat in one of the chairs and crossed my legs. “We need to have a discussion. It would be great if you were calm during said discussion, but I’m willing to bet that’s not an option because you idle at wackadoodle. Can you give it a try, though?”

      “I hate you,” Yolanda seethed.

      “I know.” A momentary pang of sympathy rolled through me. Everything Yolanda had feared was coming true, and there was nothing she could do about it. “We still need to talk.”

      “Fine.” Dejected, Yolanda threw herself in one of the other chairs. Her back was to the wall, and she was facing me over crossed arms. “I won’t betray my people.”

      “Your people have already betrayed you,” I reminded her. “They left you in our care even though they could’ve at least tried to mount a rescue last night. We left this building empty for a reason. They didn’t come for you. I guess you were never that important to them.”

      Yolanda worked her jaw. “I’m their leader.”

      “Or are you just a convenient scapegoat?”

      She didn’t respond, so I barreled forward.

      “There were holes in the memories of the workers at the hospital,” I started. “I think the apex you’re working with at least ordered that. Wixom might’ve been the one throwing out the magic, but the apex has been pulling the strings since your plan started throttling into overdrive. Can you confirm that?”

      Yolanda let loose a hollow laugh. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re an idiot. Wixom wasn’t important. She had some magic at her disposal—which we needed—but she was never part of the master plan.”

      “No? I’m guessing Wixom didn’t know that.”

      “She did at the end.” Yolanda’s smile turned feral. “What do you think she was feeling when she realized she was the sacrifice, not the answer?”

      I wanted to punch her in the face. “I think Wixom was a confused individual who would’ve had a shot at redemption had you not stolen it from her.”

      “Oh, listen to you,” Yolanda drawled. “You hated her, and now you pretend as if her death was somehow personal.”

      “I did hate her, and her stupid wardrobe,” I readily agreed. “I understood that she might not have fully grasped what she’d gotten herself into. Her death felt wasteful, and I do hate wasteful deaths.”

      “Of course you do.” Yolanda’s stare was withering. “You’re one halo short of being an angel, aren’t you? You have all these feelings for people. You want to save them all. You just can’t get it through that empty head that not everybody can be saved.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” I intoned. “We’re not going to try to save you, so lesson learned.”

      She blanched. “What do you want? What is it you think I can give you?”

      “Answers maybe. A little peace of mind.”

      “I have no interest in helping you.” She flicked her eyes to Gunner. “As for you, there has never been a bigger disappointment as a son.”

      I smacked her across the face with my magic before I even realized it. She rocketed back on the chair, her eyes going wide, and she immediately reached up to cradle her cheek.

      “Be very careful,” I warned. “I’ll put up with only so much.”

      “Look at the way you protect him,” Yolanda crooned. “You would die for him. We all laugh about that, how weak it makes you. Don’t you understand you’re not strong enough to win this war?”

      “Is that why you freaked out over the prophecy? If you think you can’t lose, why would you care?”

      All traces of mirth left Yolanda’s features. “You won’t win.”

      “As far as you’re concerned, we’ve already won,” I shot back. “There is no path to victory for you. This is the end of the line.”

      “I won’t go back to that hospital.” Yolanda’s voice was like ice.

      “The hospital isn’t an option,” I replied. “You’ll only escape again and hurt the people I love. We only have one choice.”

      “Is that supposed to frighten me?” Yolanda put on a good show of being smug, but I didn’t miss the momentary flash of fear that flitted through her eyes. “My people will come for me, and when they do, they’ll kill all of you.” Her gaze was dark when it landed on me. “They’ll start with you.”

      “Because I’m the one they fear most?” I rocked back and forth in my chair. “I think I know how this played out. I’m going to lay it out for you, and you’re going to tell me if I’m right.”

      “I’m not telling you anything.”

      I ignored her. “This all started with a small group of ‘traditionalists’ who wanted pure shifter lines. You told yourselves you were doing it for the greater good, but it was born out of hate.

      “The shifter packs were the dominant force in this area for years,” I continued. “Slowly, though, their power has been eroded. Witches moved in. It was probably okay when the only witches were in Hemlock Cove. You were frightened of what they could do, but they were a problem for later.”

      “Those witches are going to die a fiery death,” Yolanda spat.

      “Those witches could crush you without breaking a sweat,” I fired back. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “I’m not afraid of those witches. They’ll get what’s coming to them.”

      “I’m pretty sure they feel the same way about you,” I said. “Still, they’re not important to this conversation. You wanted to shore up the blood lines in Hawthorne Hollow to start. Then, when you were triumphant, you assumed other shifters in the state would join your cause.

      “Your problem was that things didn’t move as fast as you wanted them to,” I continued. “You thought all the shifters would jump on the bandwagon, but that didn’t happen. You couldn’t even get your own husband on board with your crazy ideas.”

      Yolanda glared at Graham. “He never understood the importance of putting family first.”

      “You don’t try to kill your son when you’re putting family first,” Graham growled.

      “She wasn’t trying to kill Gunner, though,” I interjected. “She was trying to purify him. She probably read some old book that said she could turn him into what she wanted if she tested him with fire.”

      Yolanda’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t speak.

      “She’s crazy,” I explained to Graham. “The pure blood mania might’ve become more pronounced as she got older, but her soul was always dark and rotted. She would’ve killed Gunner if allowed to roam free after the fire. She thought she could test him and bring him around to her way of thinking.

      “That obviously didn’t work. She was caught, put in a hospital, and nobody came to her rescue. It was her ties to you and Gunner that made her important. She told her people what she saw in the prophecy, and they didn’t cut ties completely. So they kept in contact with her and continued to grow without her.

      “I’m not sure when the apex came into play, but I bet he wasn’t there at the start,” I explained. “He came in later, when the group had grown big enough to warrant attention. He took over while she was in the hospital. They only broke her out because they knew it would distract us.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about!” Yolanda shrieked, her face flushed and her eyes crazed. “Just … shut up! You’re not the smartest one in the room.”

      “It must’ve been terrifying for you,” Graham mused in a hushed tone. He’d positioned himself behind me, his arms crossed as he leaned against the wall. His presence was felt in every corner of the room, but he’d let me do the talking … until now. “You thought you would take control of the group, but you must’ve realized fairly quickly that you weren’t in charge.”

      “Not only weren’t you in charge, you weren’t even part of the inner circle,” I said. “They didn’t invite you to the big meetings. They allowed you to run free and serve as a distraction, but that was the limit of your involvement. You might’ve figured you could work your way back up in the hierarchy, but part of you knew they would sacrifice you the first chance they got.”

      “And that happened yesterday,” Gunner said. “That apex saw you’d been captured and did nothing to save you. He could have. We had no idea how to fight him. He left you to us because he was ready to wipe his hands of you.”

      “It really does make sense,” Graham agreed. “Yolanda is too much work. Once they realized she couldn’t serve as the distraction they really wanted, they were ready to cut ties.”

      I leaned close to Yolanda. “They’re not coming for you. They want us to kill you. We’ll be helping them when we do it. Your only shot here is to offer a trade—your freedom for information—but that’s not the game we’re playing today.”

      Yolanda stilled. She tapped her fingers on the arm of the chair. I expected her to erupt and start ranting, which would necessitate a break, so she had time to calm down. Instead, she was brutally calm when she did speak.

      “You people are morons,” she said. “How many times have you thought you’d figured it out only to be proven wrong? You can add this instance to your list.

      “Wixom was never in charge, and yet you treated her as if she was,” she continued. “I was always the mastermind behind this operation. You sit there, smug, thinking you have control over me. You don’t even have control over your own group. If you did, you’d know that one of your members has been with us from the beginning.”

      A wicked smile spread across her face as she leaned back in her chair and smugly regarded us. “Yes, that’s right. There’s a traitor in your midst. How smart can you really be when you don’t recognize your enemy is already among you? Now why don’t you shut your holes and get out of here? I’m not helping you with anything.”
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      It took everything I had not to react. That was what she wanted. Right? Right? She couldn’t possibly be telling the truth. And yet even as I rolled it through my mind, a niggling doubt pushed through. What if she was telling the truth?

      “Now you want us to believe we have a traitor in our midst?” Gunner challenged. “You’re so full of it.”

      I got to my feet. “Let’s go outside.” I pointed toward the door, narrowing my eyes at Yolanda’s smile. She thought she was winning, and yet I couldn’t ignore the possibility that she was telling the truth.

      “She’s lying, Scout,” Gunner snapped. “Don’t fall for it.”

      “Outside.” I pushed him toward the door and met Graham’s gaze as he moved to exit with us. His expression told me he was considering it too.

      “You’re losing the momentum we had going,” Gunner complained in the hallway. “You’re letting her win.”

      “I’m not letting her do anything,” I countered as I peered down the hallway into the bar. The rest of our group had arrived.

      Marissa was on a stool next to Rooster, and she appeared to be complaining.

      Whistler was working behind the bar and doing his best to ignore Marissa.

      Doc sat working on his computer in his usual booth.

      Bonnie was in a different booth going through a book.

      Nothing looked out of the ordinary, and yet everything felt different.

      “You can’t seriously be entertaining this,” Gunner said.

      My tone was measured when I focused on him. “I am considering it.”

      “It makes sense,” Graham said in a low voice. “If I were in their position, the first thing I would do is try to insert a mole into our group. They want to know what we’re doing.”

      “I would do it too.” I felt hot and itchy as I debated. “They don’t have many options.”

      “She’s lying,” Gunner insisted. “She has to be.”

      “What if she’s not?” I challenged. “What if there is a mole?”

      “I’m the only shifter in our group.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” I countered. “They’ve worked with vampires before. They’re trying to build a new world order. It makes sense that they would be willing to work with other factions to get what they want. Then they’ll separate and set up different fiefdoms.”

      “But … nobody in our group would turn on us.” Gunner was a loyal guy. He couldn’t fathom anybody being disloyal.

      “Nobody?” I arched a challenging eyebrow. “What about Marissa?”

      He opened his mouth to respond—a denial likely on the tip of his tongue—and then snapped it shut.

      Graham bobbed his head. “She’s the obvious choice. She’s had her nose out of joint since you joined the group, Scout. I can see her turning on us just to pay you back.”

      “She thinks I stole Gunner from her,” I said. “Maybe she made a deal. If they get rid of me, she gets Gunner.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Well, I can’t.” Gunner was practically spitting he was so mad. “It’s not like I’m suddenly going to fall in love with her if I lose you. That’s not how it works.”

      “I know that,” I assured him, “but she likely can’t see that.”

      “No.” Gunner was fervent when he shook his head. “It makes no sense. If she was undercover, she wouldn’t work against you. She would try to be your friend.”

      “Maybe, but she started out hating me. She couldn’t just suddenly start being friendly out of the blue. It’s a decent cover when you think about it. Our shared history of mutual loathing insulates her.”

      “We can’t assume it’s her,” Graham countered.

      “We can’t assume that it’s true,” Gunner snapped.

      Graham continued as if his son hadn’t spoken. “It’s not Rooster,” he said. “I’ll never believe that. He’s too good of a man, and he always puts himself on the line for his people.”

      “Plus, you can’t fake the sort of love that he has for Raisin,” I said. “I agree it’s not Rooster, but we can’t fully rule him out. But he’s low on the list.”

      “It’s not Whistler either,” Graham said. “He’s been around far too long.”

      I trusted Whistler. He was kind. He was also in the perfect spot to spy on us because he owned the bar and rarely went on jobs with us. He was safe in his position behind the bar. “He would make a good spy,” I hedged. “But Tillie would sniff out a mole in five seconds flat.”

      “I have to agree.” Graham let out a sigh. “What about Doc? He’s the newest member of the team, and he never wants to go on assignments. Maybe that’s because he wants to be here, in the center of the action.”

      “He would have to be a really good actor,” I replied. “He acts innocent better than anybody I know.”

      “You’d have to be a good actor to get the gig.”

      I nodded. “He’d be second on the list behind Marissa.”

      “And what about Bonnie?” Gunner demanded. “She’s been part of the group for years. Are you telling me you think it’s her?”

      “She wouldn’t be my first choice. She seems harmless, but that could be an act. It has to be one of the three.”

      “How do you want to handle it?” Graham was all business now. “Do you want to tell Rooster what she said?”

      I hesitated, but only for a moment. “Nope. I want to get Bay and Tillie here to help me read them. I can serve as a distraction, and they can do the scans.”

      Gunner made a protesting sound. “If we start scanning them without their knowledge, they’ll hate us when they find out after the fact.”

      “Better to hate us and be safe than the alternative.”

      Gunner crossed his arms and jutted out his chin. “This is a terrible idea.”

      “I have to keep the people I love safe. That’s you and Graham, and right now, you’re the only people I know for certain are on my side. Well, and Evan.”

      Graham shifted quickly. “Wait … what if it is Evan? He was without a soul for years, and we still don’t know how this is going to work with him. Maybe he made a deal with them to take over the vampires.”

      “No.” I refused to entertain the idea. “It’s not Evan.”

      “How can you be sure? He tried to kill you when he came to town.”

      “He didn’t.” I’d given it a lot of thought. “He was drawn to me because of our past. He wanted to play with me, not kill me. I can see his heart now that the shift has occurred. He’s my Evan.”

      “Scout—”

      “No.” I cut him off with a firm shake of my head. “It’s not Evan. He would never do that. It’s one of the other three.”

      “Fine.” Graham threw his hands in the air. “I don’t want it to be Evan for your sake. I just want you to consider all the possibilities.”

      “I understand.” I really did. “It’s not Evan. Odds are it’s Marissa.” She made the most sense. “I can’t completely rule out Doc. I always thought he was harmless, but if he’s a good actor, it makes sense that he joined our group when he did.”

      “It also explains why he doesn’t want to get field rated,” Graham added. “He doesn’t want you to see him as a threat. The longer you see him as helpless, the better.”

      I pulled my phone from my pocket. “I’m calling Bay. Keep questioning Yolanda. You also need to talk over a few things as a family. As for the traitor, I’ll handle that particular search and destroy mission.”

      “Wow.” Graham shook his head. “That was a very dramatic statement.”

      “If there’s a traitor among us, I’m going to find him or her today. No matter what.”

      

      BAY AND TILLIE ARRIVED AN HOUR LATER. They were arguing when they walked through the door.

      “Long johns are not the same as leggings,” Bay insisted, her annoyance obvious. “You can’t wear long johns as pants.”

      “They’re comfortable,” Tillie countered. “Plus, they have that very convenient flap. I can keep my pot in there. What’s not to love about long johns?”

      “You can see through them.”

      “So?” Tillie’s response was flat. “If people don’t want to look at my goods, they can look somewhere else. Don’t shame me for the failings of others.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Bay scanned the bar and waved when she found me in the booth closest to the hallway. “Hey, we were just in the area and thought we’d stop by.” She said it loudly enough that everybody in the bar could hear. I’d told her what I needed when I called, and she was primed and ready to help. “Well, actually, Aunt Tillie wanted some time with her love muffin, so that might be why we’re here too.”

      I laughed, because I knew it was expected, and smiled as they sat across from me. One look at Bay told me she could read the tension in my eyes.

      “Let’s just do it,” she said. “Dragging it out won’t help anybody.”

      I nodded and moved to climb out of the booth, but she grabbed my hand.

      “They’ll understand why you’re testing them,” she said. “When it’s over and we know—one way or the other—they’ll understand.”

      “I hope so,” I said.

      Since Doc was closest, we started with him. I slid into the booth across from him and Bay settled behind him. Doc had barely looked up before Bay snagged him with her magic. To my surprise, it was Tillie who went rooting around in his mind.

      “She has strong mind magic, and I’m still learning,” Bay explained to my unasked question. “She’s good at picking up on nefarious thoughts. It’s probably because she has nefarious thoughts on a daily basis.”

      Tillie took her time. “He has a lot of weird crap in here. Like … did you know he likes polka music, and his grossest sexual fantasy is screwing a polka line dancer?”

      “It takes all kinds,” I drawled.

      “He loves the idea of paranormals more than the reality,” Tillie noted. “He likes meeting paranormals—especially witches—but there’s nothing in here that suggests he’s a spy. He’s just a guy who likes looking at polka porn on his computer.”

      I let out a breath and nodded for her to release him. When Doc’s gaze cleared, he didn’t act as if anything had happened. “Anything new to report?” I asked to explain why I had sat down across from him.

      “Not yet,” Doc replied, “but I feel I’m close.”

      “Awesome.” I managed a smile and then stood. It was a relief to know that Doc wasn’t some brilliant mastermind. He was apparently just a guy who liked polka.

      “What’s up?” Bonnie asked when we started toward Marissa. She was heading down the hallway that led to the back room, and I was eager to get into her head away from the others.

      “Nothing,” I replied, returning her smile. “I’m just looking for a lead to follow.”

      “I don’t have anything yet either.” She was rueful. “I’ll let you know as soon as I find something.”

      Bay and Tillie followed me down the hallway. I paused outside the storage room, listening. Graham and Gunner talked in low voices to Yolanda, but it didn’t sound like anybody was yelling. I took that as a good sign and kept walking.

      Marissa wasn’t in the bathroom, as I expected. My suspicions ticked up a notch, and I headed for the back door. There was only one place she could’ve gone.

      When I pushed through the door, I found her on her phone on the patio. It was cold outside, but she hadn’t bothered with a jacket. She seemed frustrated.

      “I can’t do that,” she insisted. “There’s just … no way I can manage that given how busy things are on this end.”

      I pointed at Bay, and she froze Marissa in place. That allowed me to take her phone and look at the screen. To my surprise, she was talking to Margaret Little, who was a relative. I held up the screen so Tillie could see it and then disconnected the call. If Margaret was involved, I didn’t want her to know what we were doing.

      “Margaret would not be involved in a werewolf conspiracy,” Tillie assured me. “Even if she thought it was a way to get one over on me, she wouldn’t do it. She doesn’t even like dogs.”

      I nodded and gestured for her to do her thing, turning my attention to the door as it opened behind us to allow Gunner and Graham entrance to the patio. “How are things going with you guys?”

      “It’s like talking to a wall,” Gunner complained.

      “She’s backtracking on the traitor talk,” Graham said. “Now she claims she made the whole thing up.”

      I watched as Tillie crawled through Marissa’s head. “We’ve cleared Doc. Marissa makes the next best option.”

      “If it’s true, it has to be her,” Gunner insisted.

      I was as hopeful as him and yet I couldn’t shake the persistent doubt whispering in the back of my head.

      “Wow, what a pain in the ass,” Tillie commented as she shuffled through Marissa’s thoughts. “She is a vicious person.”

      “Is it her?” I asked. I was ready to lay down the pain on Marissa the second Tillie confirmed our suspicions.

      “Hold your horses,” Tillie chided. “I need a second.” She closed her eyes. “Man, she has some very perverted ideas about you, Gunner. She’s heard some of the conversations you’ve had with Scout and is really jealous about the naked chicken eating. Do you guys really buy gas station chicken and eat it in bed three times a week?”

      “We all have our kinks. It’s still better than polka porn.”

      “Totally,” Tillie said.

      “Wait, who has a polka fetish?” Gunner demanded.

      “Doc,” I replied. “He likes to surf polka porn on the internet. I’ll never be able to look him in the eye again.”

      “Gross.” Gunner made a face.

      I watched Tillie for signs she’d found what we were looking for, but she kept shaking her head. “She’s a horribly insecure woman, but there’s nothing in here that suggests she’s working for the enemy.”

      I deflated a bit. “That leaves Bonnie.” I was horrified by the thought. She’d been friendly to me from the moment I joined the team. “Can it really be Bonnie?”

      “You’re assuming my mother was telling the truth,” Gunner reminded me. “She could’ve been lying.”

      I switched my attention to Graham. “What do you think?”

      “Yolanda could be lying,” he replied, choosing his words carefully. “For some reason, this time I feel like she’s telling the truth. I don’t know why. I can’t explain it.”

      My stomach constricted as Tillie released Marissa from her hold. When Marissa came out of it, I wordlessly handed her the phone I’d taken.

      “You’ll have to call Margaret back,” I said stiffly. “I’m sure she’s agitated.”

      Confusion etched across Marissa’s face in the sort of deep grooves that belied her age. “What happened?”

      “I’ll tell you, but first we have to check one more thing.” I trudged back to the bar. If we were going to do this, we had to do it the right way. Bonnie was next. “If we come up empty, I’ll own up to what we’ve done, and we’ll call Yolanda on lying.”

      “But if we’re right?” Gunner demanded.

      “I don’t know. Let’s get confirmation first.” My plan was to walk back to the bar and immediately freeze Bonnie so we could search her mind. We didn’t get that far.

      When we reached the storage room, the door was ajar, and my heart rate picked up ten notches. “Son of a witch!” I stormed into the room, prepared to find it empty. Was Bonnie our spy? Had she freed Yolanda when no one was looking?

      Reality hit me in the face when I saw the blood.

      Yolanda, supine and gasping for breath, stared at the ceiling, a knife plunged in her chest.

      “What is going on?” demanded Marissa, who followed us into the storage room.

      I had no answer. I only knew we were all going to pay the price.
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      “What happened?” Gunner demanded. His face was stark white as he stared down at his dying mother.

      “You were right,” Yolanda sputtered, blood erupting from the corners of her mouth. She was having trouble breathing. “They didn’t want to rescue me. They sent her to kill me.”

      “Who?” Graham demanded. One look at his face told me that he was going to bear this stoically. If he broke down later, it would be in the privacy of his own home. He would be here for his son no matter what. That was good, because I was about to lose my mind.

      “Bonnie,” I answered before Yolanda could. She was the only other “she” in the building, and it just made sense. “She flew right under our radar.”

      Yolanda, her eyes starting to glaze, nodded.

      “She killed you because it was easier than trying to free you,” I surmised.

      “I thought she was coming to save me,” Yolanda admitted. “She wanted answers.”

      “Does she know you told us about the traitor?”

      Yolanda managed a single nod. “She was in a frenzy. You won’t catch her. She knows she can’t return here. She knows it’s all over.”

      I felt sick to my stomach. “How long?”

      “I don’t know.” Yolanda’s eyes closed. “She was with the group when I joined them this time. She’s in charge.”

      I was incredulous. “How does she manage that when she’s busy working for us?”

      “She doesn’t do all that much work for us,” Gunner replied. “She’s a researcher for the most part, and nobody questions her on the time it takes for her to do what she does for us.”

      “Yolanda, where are they?”

      “They have a cabin in the woods.” A pink froth formed on her lips. “Near the picnic spot.”

      “The picnic spot?” I asked.

      “Our picnic spot,” Gunner said as he knelt on the floor next to his mother. “She used to take me on picnics when I was a kid and Dad was at work. They were our thing.”

      “Before I did what I did,” Yolanda said.

      “Are you sorry for that?” Gunner looked pained.

      Yolanda extended her shaking hand for him to take, and he acquiesced. “I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought everything would work out the way it was supposed to.”

      That wasn’t really an answer, but there was no point in pushing her.

      “I did it because I thought I would die otherwise,” she rasped. Her breathing was shallow now. “I thought you were on the wrong side of it and would cause my death. Now I wonder if I was wrong all along.”

      “You were,” Gunner said. He held her hand, but there was no love in his eyes. Only regret remained. “It doesn’t matter now. You won’t be here for the fight. Your side will lose. Be glad you won’t see it.”

      “I thought it was my destiny.” Yolanda’s eyes moved to mine. “I thought I was the central figure. Turns out, it was always you.”

      “I do like being the center of attention,” I agreed. I debated the next part, but ultimately, I didn’t have a choice. “I’ll take care of Graham and Gunner. I’ll protect them.”

      “You’ll protect each other. That’s how it was always supposed to be.” It was only then that I realized she’d had something in her hand when she reached for Gunner. It was a rune of some sort, and she was giving it to him now. “The apex is strong, but he won’t fight unless he’s guaranteed a victory. He fears you as a group. Individually, he’ll kill you if he has the chance. If you fight him as a group, you’ll win.”

      Her final breath came in a death rattle. Then her chest stopped moving, and there was stillness in the room.

      I’d forgotten Marissa was with us until she bellowed. “What in the hell is going on here?”

      My heart hurt for Gunner—and I really wanted to get a look at the rune Yolanda had given him—but I had bigger priorities at present. “Stay with him,” I ordered Graham as I stormed from the room and raced through the bar.

      “What’s happening?” Rooster demanded as he swiveled on his stool. “I just heard Marissa screaming.”

      “It’s a long story.” I threw open the front door and scanned the lot for Bonnie’s car. She’d stored her bike weeks before and had been driving a Ford Edge ever since. “When did Bonnie leave?”

      “She didn’t,” Whistler replied. Tillie was behind the bar with him. “She went to the bathroom.”

      “No, she went to the storage room and killed Yolanda,” I replied. “How did she leave? We were on the patio. She had to go through the front.”

      Whistler looked bewildered. “I didn’t see her. I’m sorry.”

      “I didn’t see her either,” Rooster said. “She’s always so quiet.”

      “Yeah, that was her game.” I let the door close.

      “Why would she kill Yolanda?” Rooster asked.

      I sucked in a breath. This wasn’t going to go over well. “Yolanda let something slip when we were questioning her,” I said. “She said we had a traitor in our midst.”

      “And you believed her?” Rooster barked out a laugh, sobering when he saw the expression on my face. “This isn’t you covering for Graham or Gunner killing her? I thought for sure one of them took her out.”

      “I’m not covering for anybody. When she said it, it felt right. I assumed it was Marissa.”

      “Is that why you did whatever you did on the patio?” Marissa demanded. “I lost several minutes out there. Don’t think I don’t know.”

      I ignored her. “It’s not Marissa. Bay froze her. Tillie read her. She’s a troll, but she’s clean. The same goes for Doc.”

      Doc’s eyes widened. “You thought I was a spy?”

      “It crossed my mind,” I replied. “We mostly ruled out Rooster and Whistler from the start. They have too many ties to this area and the locals.”

      “Plus, I would sniff out a spy and squash him like a bug,” Tillie added.

      “There’s that too.” I managed a smile. “Other than a disturbing polka fetish, Doc is clean.”

      Doc’s cheeks flooded red. “I’m only academically interested in polka!”

      “Nobody cares right now,” Rooster snapped. His eyes were on me. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

      “You know why. I wanted to test Marissa, Doc, and Bonnie first.”

      “You thought there was a chance it was me.”

      “I needed to be certain.” I braced for a verbal onslaught, but it didn’t come.

      “You were smart to do things the way you did,” Rooster said. “I’m not thrilled that you didn’t trust me enough to make me part of your plan, but I get it. Are you certain it’s Bonnie?”

      “Yolanda was still breathing when we found her,” I replied. “She confirmed it. Gunner and Graham are in there now. Bonnie’s car is gone. She demanded Yolanda tell her if we knew about the spy before killing her.”

      “Well, crap.” Rooster dragged a hand through his hair. “What do we do now?”

      That was a good question. “We go to her cabin. I doubt we’ll find her there, but we have to check.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Bay offered, appearing in the hallway, Gunner and Graham behind her. “We can do that together.”

      “I want to go too,” Tillie whined. “There’s nothing I love more than torturing a traitor.”

      “I have questions,” Rooster insisted.

      “I’ll answer as many of them as possible,” I promised. “First, we have to try to catch Bonnie at her cabin. We’ll have to regroup and come up with a plan if we don’t catch her there.”

      “Fine.” Rooster got to his feet. “We’ll go as a group. Afterward, young lady, we’re going to have a talk.”

      

      I’D NEVER BEEN TO BONNIE’S CABIN. That was what struck me as we pulled to a stop in front of the pretty log cabin. There was a huge garden in the side yard, dormant because of the incoming winter, but I could imagine her hanging in the shadow of a nearby tree and smelling the flowers as she read.

      Except you didn’t know her at all.

      My stomach clenched as I got out of the truck. I extended my magic, reminding myself this wasn’t the home of a friend but the hiding place of an enemy, and shook my head when several sets of eyes landed on me.

      “She’s not here,” I said. “She was, recently. She’s gone now.”

      “She’ll be with the others,” Graham said. He’d insisted Bay and Tillie remain at the Cauldron to help the others. “Out by the house near the picnic spot.” He shot a look to Gunner, who had been quiet since Yolanda’s death. “Are we moving on them today?”

      “Yes,” I replied, “but we need to do this first.” I squeezed Gunner’s hand and then strode to the cabin. Rooster was grim as he used his key to open the front door.

      It looked as if a tornado had attacked the small space. Bonnie had obviously been in a hurry when she stopped to gather her belongings. Most of her clothes had been left behind, and research books were scattered about.

      “She probably took what she deemed most important, but it’s possible she left information behind,” Rooster offered. “She wouldn’t have had more than ten minutes to gather her stuff.”

      “She probably thought Yolanda would be dead when we found her,” I said. “Bonnie wouldn’t have left her to confirm her turncoat status otherwise.”

      Rooster checked his phone. “Whistler says your men are gathering Yolanda’s body right now, Graham. They want to know if it’s staying at the medical examiner’s office, or if they should contact the funeral home director to make arrangements.”

      Graham darted a look to Gunner. “We’ll bury her,” he said. “She might’ve not been the best wife or mother, but … she gave us a fighting chance.”

      “No funeral,” Gunner declared. “I don’t want a public spectacle. We’ll get a casket and bury her, and that will be the end of it.”

      The end? That was wishful thinking on Gunner’s part. He would mourn even if he didn’t believe it right now.

      “Just a burial,” Graham agreed. “We’ll do right by her and move on.”

      I moved to the inner wall of the cabin. Bonnie had erected a large map. She was tracking paranormals in the area. She even had photos … and a list of strengths and weaknesses.

      “Well, it seems the research she was conducting was a little more specific than we realized,” I drawled as I glared at the photo she’d taken of Gunner and me outside the Cauldron. It was during one of our summer barbecues. Nobody would’ve thought anything odd about her taking the photo at the time.

      “She’s monitoring loved ones too,” Graham noted. “She has photos of each Winchester witch and their significant other.”

      For some reason, the fact that the photo of Bay and Landon had been taken at a festival—and Landon had ketchup on his cheek—made me smile. Thistle and her boyfriend Marcus were in front of the converted barn they lived in. Clove held her baby and talked to her husband Sam in front of the lighthouse they shared. If Bonnie and her people went after that baby, I would make it hurt when I killed them.

      “They’ve got Stormy and Hunter,” Graham noted. “They’ve got Tillie and Evan. They’ve been busy.”

      “We need background on her,” I said to Rooster. “We need specifics.”

      “I’m already on it,” he said. “Doc is pulling up her personnel file and will have it ready when we get back.” He paused a beat. “If she had this planned from the start, it’s possible she lied right from the get-go. It’s possible nothing in her file is accurate.”

      I’d already considered it. “She’s a witch—that much is certain—but maybe she’s something else too.”

      “If she was a shifter, I would’ve sniffed it out,” Gunner argued.

      “I’m not suggesting she was part shifter.” I ran my fingers over the map and then pulled away. “Why would she work with shifters against us? What are we missing? I get why they would want her. She was a tie to us, but I have a feeling she joined our group because she was already involved with them. What was their plan for her before they assigned her to us?”

      Rooster held out his hands. “I only remember very basic things from her file. She breezed through training—wasn’t at the top or bottom of her class—and excelled at research. When she was assigned to our group, she didn’t have a lot of field experience. I didn’t think that would be a problem. Most of our jobs are little … well, they were until you joined the group.”

      “Did she ever ask questions?”

      “Nothing stands out. Everybody asks questions when they first start the gig. Even you had questions, and you’re supposed to be the expert.”

      “I know you’re angry that I tested people without telling you, but you’ll get over it,” I shot back. “I had to be sure. I already said I’d essentially removed you and Whistler from the list, but I couldn’t ignore the possibility that you’d been running the longest con known to man.”

      “For what reason?” Rooster challenged. “Why would I do that?”

      “This prophecy started as a vague ‘child-of-the-stars-wins-big’ thing and has now turned into ‘a shifter, a witch, and a vampire walk into a bar and take over’ thing.”

      Rooster burst out laughing. “You are too much sometimes,” he said. “You’re saying that the prophecy was known before Mama Moon showed Yolanda how things would go.”

      “My parents knew to hide me before any of that,” I reminded him. “They said they knew I would grow into something great. That made me a target. The prophecy was vague at the start and only clarified as I continued to avoid detection.

      “The enemy faction threw everything they could at us, but it never worked,” I continued. “That’s why they kept in contact with Yolanda. They knew she eventually might be helpful because of her ties to Gunner, the shifter in the prophecy. They put Bonnie here years before I was even due to arrive. That handled the witch part of it. It was always the vampire part that threw them.”

      Realization dawned on Rooster’s face. “They couldn’t figure out how a day-walking vampire with a soul played into it because it didn’t make sense. There’s no other vampire like that.”

      “Actually, there is.” I was grim. “There’s Raphael, Zoe Lake’s vampire. She gave him the gift of the sun, and because he’s a born vampire, he has a soul. That explains why the attack happened so fast when they crossed onto our lands. They thought Raphael was the vampire.”

      “Oh, geez.” Rooster sank into one of the chairs.

      “They had no way of knowing that the vampire in the prophecy would be the one I brought to the equation. That threw them off,” I said. “Evan was already on the scene by the time they realized what was happening, and that kicked things into high gear.”

      “Has Bonnie been in charge this whole time?”

      “No.” I didn’t have to think about it. “She’s obviously high up, but she’s not the leader. The apex is the leader but doesn’t make all the day-to-day decisions. He’s not that hands on. Bonnie is a tool, and the apex is waiting to make sure that all the pieces are in place. We’re nowhere near done putting together this little party.”

      “So what do we do?” Rooster asked.

      “We finish the search here. Then we go back to the Cauldron, find out what Doc has, and gather our team. They’ll move within the next few hours. If we’re going to do this, we have to do it now.”

      “Is this the big battle?” Rooster looked hopeful.

      “No. I didn’t see Bonnie in the vision of the future. It’s possible she falls today.”

      “You did see Yolanda,” Rooster pointed out. “That future has already changed.”

      “The little details always change,” I said. “It’s the big ones we have to worry about.”

      “Then we attack,” Rooster said. “We do as much damage as we can and force them to retreat until we can put the rest of it together.”

      “It’s our only option,” I confirmed.
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      Landon had joined Bay and Tillie at the Cauldron. He had his computer open and was running a search.

      “Anything?” I asked.

      “We’re comparing notes,” Landon replied as he inclined his head toward Doc one table over. “Apparently, Bonnie Jenkins—as registered in your system—doesn’t exist.”

      “How do we find out who she is?”

      “We’re running fingerprints,” Landon replied. “She left the glass she was drinking from when she took off.”

      That was something at least.

      “We don’t know if she has reason to be in the system,” Landon added. “It’s possible her prints aren’t on file.”

      That was less promising.

      “Did you find anything at her cabin?” Bay asked.

      “She had a map of the area, tracking paranormals,” I replied. “She had photos of you guys and Stormy. Landon and Hunter were in the photos as well.”

      “That’s hardly surprising.” Bay didn’t look concerned. “It’s not as if we hid who we are or who we were dating.”

      “Were there any indications why she wanted that information?” Landon asked.

      I shook my head. “No, but I think we all can guess. She was amassing information for her group … but I have no idea who she’s working for.”

      “The apex?” Bay asked.

      “That’s the obvious answer, but I don’t think the apex came into this until more recently.”

      Bay tapped her fingers on the table. “I bet her real first name is Bonnie. That way, if someone called out that name, she wouldn’t draw attention to herself by not responding. She probably has a different last name.”

      “What do we have in our files about Bonnie?” I asked Doc.

      “They say she’s the daughter of a car dealership owner in Detroit. Stan Jenkins. He has three dealerships on the west side of the city.” Doc tapped away on his keyboard. “Her intake sheet says she’s one of three children.”

      I glanced at Landon. “What did you get on your end?”

      “Stan Jenkins is a real dealership owner,” Landon replied. “He has three children. One is named Bonnie. This is her.” He turned his computer so I could see the image. The woman in the photo wasn’t our Bonnie.

      “She created an identity that would stand up under initial scrutiny,” I surmised. “Why would the home office care enough to search for photos if the rest of the information appeared to be verifiable?”

      “The background checks by the home office aren’t stringent, no matter what they pretend,” Rooster volunteered. “They’ll take just about anybody who can pass the initial tests. Having magical ability isn’t a requirement, especially when dealing with researchers.”

      “And she specifically put in for a researching position?” I asked.

      “She said she was capable of light fieldwork,” Rooster replied. “She listed her greatest strength as research.”

      “She positioned herself as an individual who could go out on easy takedowns but was better when working behind the scenes,” Landon surmised. “It was a good spot for her to be in. Working from the Cauldron most days, she could listen to Rooster dole out assignments and talk over developments with Whistler. It was ingenious really.”

      Rooster looked pained. “How did I not see this?”

      “None of us did,” Gunner replied. “It was a long con. She was soft and sweet when she first arrived. She asked questions and was eager to help. How could we have imagined that she was setting up to turn against us years in advance?”

      “He’s right,” Landon said. “She probably wasn’t even digging hard for information at the start. If they were going by the prophecy, they were probably basing everything on Gunner’s age in the vision.”

      “They knew Scout would end up here,” Bay added. “They didn’t know her name. I’m betting they were just waiting things out until Scout arrived. That’s when they kicked their plan into high gear.”

      “It wasn’t just the shifters who were working off the prophecy,” I said. “The vampires have made themselves known, too, and they were all gunning for me when they got here. I think, had they worked together, they would’ve been able to take us down before we even realized that anything was going on.”

      “Vampires and shifters don’t play well together,” Graham said. “That worked out to our advantage.”

      “Even though you’ve decimated more than one vampire army, we can’t count the vampires out,” Rooster cautioned. “Something tells me they’re going to come back again and work against us.”

      “It’s not vampires we’re facing today,” I said. “We have to take on the shifters. We can’t let them run. We have to at least make a showing. Where is this cabin on a map?”

      “Here.” Whistler drew me to the pool table and jabbed his finger at a location.

      “So it’s close to the Cedar River,” I mused. “That still doesn’t explain how they knew Rick and Andrea were out there.”

      “It’s possible they were tracking their magic,” Bay volunteered. “They might not be as strong as you, but they can still register as magical beings. Bonnie is a witch, right? She’s probably been trying to track the magic for the other group.”

      “But how could she know that random magic would lead to my parents?”

      “I’m not sure.” Bay held out her hands. “Maybe something else tipped her off.”

      “Like the apex,” Gunner suggested. “If the apex is really new to the game, maybe he came in with special abilities that allowed him to track pixie magic specifically.”

      I nodded. “Tracking witch powers in this area would get them nowhere. They would trip over a multitude of witches, weak and strong. They would have to track the pixie powers.”

      “And your parents—at least your mother—would still be detectable,” Bay said. “I’m guessing they got a general feeling for the magic but not an exact location. Eventually, they would’ve stumbled across your parents. You got them out of there before they could be discovered.”

      “Thanks to the other apex. Esther was annoyed that I didn’t pick up on the fact that they were my parents. She basically told me who they were.”

      “She’s playing her own game,” Landon said. “I’m not an expert on magic by any stretch, but it feels as if Esther and the second apex are playing games with one another and using everybody else as chess pieces. If she picked up that the apex was closing in, it makes sense that she would want to win that round.”

      “Even though she said she wasn’t getting involved in the fight,” I added.

      “You said yourself that we can’t count on her when the chips are down,” Gunner interjected. “I don’t think we should focus on Esther when we have a location to move on.”

      “Definitely not.” I pointed toward the cabin on the map. “Who owns that cabin?”

      “Give me a parcel number,” Landon ordered. “I can run it.”

      Gunner read the numbers off the map.

      Landon tapped away. After a few seconds, his forehead creased. “Anybody know a Herb Lockwood?”

      Rooster straightened. “I do.”

      “Herb?” Whistler shook his head. “Herb has been missing for three or four years.”

      “Closer to five,” Rooster corrected.

      “So about the time Bonnie joined the group?” I asked.

      Rooster nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Maybe she killed him and took over the cabin then,” Doc suggested.

      “Or maybe the group picked that location because it was so isolated and easy to hide their movements,” Gunner said. “That’s nowhere near pack lands. It’s nowhere near town. It’s not even near the other Cedar River houses. I don’t know anybody who hangs out in that area.”

      “Your mother used to,” I challenged. I didn’t want to bring Yolanda up right now—Gunner was dealing with a lot in the wake of her death—but it had to be said. “Could she have provided the location of the cabin? She was familiar with the area because she took you there for picnics.”

      “More than twenty years ago,” Gunner argued.

      “I’m curious about these picnics,” Graham interjected. “I never knew she was taking you on picnics. What happened when she took you out there? How often are we talking about?”

      “I don’t know.” Gunner shifted from one foot to the other. “I don’t remember them very well. She always packed a lunch.”

      “Of course you remember that part,” Graham grumbled. “Food is always at the forefront of your brain.”

      “I inherited that from you,” Gunner pointed out. “I don’t remember the outings well. I’m sorry. She would tell me to play in the meadow, and then she would—I don’t know—walk around the trees.”

      “Did you ever see anybody else out there?” I asked. “Was she meeting people?”

      “I don’t … hmm.” Gunner looked thoughtful. “You know, now that you mention it, I remember her talking to a few people there. It was as if they just appeared out of nowhere. She never introduced me. She wanted me to keep myself entertained.”

      “Always the wonderful mother,” Graham growled.

      Gunner shrugged. “She paid attention to me when it was just us. I don’t remember her doing much of that otherwise. That will probably be the lone good memory I have of her.”

      Graham nodded, then rested his hand on Gunner’s shoulder. “Hold on to that memory.”

      Frustrated, I pushed away from the pool table. “There must be a way to figure out who Bonnie is. If we have that information, we can use it against her.”

      “There’s one way,” Bay interjected.

      I raised an eyebrow and waited.

      “We get into her mind,” Bay said. “We were going to do exactly that this afternoon when we were distracted by Marissa.”

      “When you illegally forced your way into my mind and played a game of kickball.” Marissa sneered.

      “If we were playing kickball, you would’ve felt it,” Tillie countered. “At most we were playing hopscotch.”

      “I hate you,” Marissa growled.

      I ignored her. She had a right to be angry. Had our roles been reversed, I would be furious. It was my wrong-headed determination that Marissa was likely the guilty party that forced us into the position we now found ourselves in.

      “You want to draw her away and invade her mind,” I deduced. “How do we do that if the cabin is surrounded by shifters?”

      Tillie’s hand shot in the air. “I know!”

      Bay shot her great-aunt a quelling look. “I don’t think we need your opinion on it.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Whistler countered. “I always want to hear her opinion.”

      Tillie beamed at him in a way that had my stomach squirming. They were acting like infatuated teenagers.

      “What’s your idea?” I asked, feigning patience.

      “We set traps,” Tillie replied. “I’ve been setting them all over Hemlock Cove. We do the same on a massive scale.”

      “Won’t that put Gunner and Graham in danger?” Landon challenged. “They’re shifters. If you aim the spell at shifters, then they’ll be in danger.”

      “Not if we cloak them in pixie magic. They’ll be safe from the traps if Scout uses her magic to hide them from the spell.”

      Bay turned her inquisitive blue eyes to me. “Is that true?”

      “My initial reaction was to deny it,” I said, “but I think she’s right.”

      “And when the shifters are distracted in the woods, we can move on Bonnie at the cabin,” Tillie said. “I wouldn’t mind taking on that apex if he’s around too.” She looked grimly delighted at the prospect.

      “I prefer avoiding the apex for now,” I said. “I don’t know that it will be possible, but maybe we’ll luck out and he won’t be at the cabin. Bonnie is our target today.”

      “Can you protect us?” Gunner asked. He looked worried. “I want to be with you for the fight, but if I’m going to be a distraction…” He trailed off.

      “I want you with me,” I assured him. For more than one reason, I silently added.

      “Then let’s do it,” Rooster said. “How big a team do you want?”

      “I’ll stay and protect the bar if you need someone to do that,” Doc offered solemnly.

      I blew out a sigh. “Everybody goes, including Marissa and Doc,” I declared. “I don’t want anyone separated.”

      Bay pushed herself to a standing position. “I can get Thistle and our mothers here if you want more firepower.”

      “No, leave them in Hemlock Cove. It’s safer for Barney and Raisin that way. But I do want Mama Moon.”

      Rooster nodded in agreement. “I’ll get her. Everybody load up with weapons.” He jabbed a finger at Doc, who looked as if he was about to argue. “No excuses.”

      

      EVAN MET ME IN FRONT OF THE CAULDRON five minutes before we were to leave. His face was lined with concern, but there was an air of excitement sparking around him.

      “Tillie called,” he announced. “She said you used your pixie magic to camouflage Graham and Gunner.”

      “Yeah. They have a slight pink glow to them. Don’t comment on it. I wasn’t exactly sure what I was doing when I cast the spell and might’ve overdone the pixie power.”

      Evan smirked. “You don’t want me to torture them before a big fight.”

      “Yolanda’s death has shaken them both. Part of me doesn’t want them out there, but the other part knows better than to leave them behind,” I said. “Bonnie is more of a threat than Yolanda ever was.”

      “And you’re angry with yourself,” Evan surmised. “You’re angry you didn’t see her coming.”

      I shrugged. “Rationally, I know there was no way I could’ve identified her as the enemy. She embedded herself with the group long before I joined. She played things exactly right, and it never occurred to me to be suspicious.”

      “But you’re going to run every interaction you ever had with her through your head from now until the final battle,” he said.

      “In hindsight, small things make me suspicious,” I admitted. “She was very interested in being my friend when I first showed up. I thought she was just being amiable, but obviously, she recognized who I was the minute I arrived.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that too,” Evan admitted. “She tried to have a few sit-down conversations with me after I started working with you guys. She’s been all over me the past two weeks. I just thought she was curious.”

      “You’re the final piece of the puzzle,” I said. “She knew things would shift when you arrived. Even before you joined the team, she knew how things would play out. I’ll bet she thought she had more time. You were almost feral those first two weeks. You came around quickly after that.”

      He nodded. “Much more quickly than anybody anticipated. I guess that’s the power of you.”

      “I think that’s the power of pixie magic.”

      “No, Scout, it’s you.” Evan was earnest as he stepped in front of me. “I know you can’t see this right now, but you’re the central point in the prophecy for a reason. We’ve all been drawn to you. We’re all loyal to you.”

      “I’m the queen of your world.” I was going for levity, and he did manage a smile, but his eyes were serious.

      “We’re going to win this battle, Scout,” he said. “I know we’re not facing the big battle today, but it’s still an important fight. We can’t let Bonnie get away with what she’s done. There must be consequences. You need to send a message.”

      He had a point. “We’ll see how it plays out when we get there.” I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans. “Have I mentioned that I’m nervous about putting Tillie in charge of the traps? I’m afraid it could blow up in our faces.”

      “That is the magic of Tillie.” Evan’s grin was bright. “Nobody knows about setting a trap better than her. It will be fine. Trust me.”

      “I trust you. For better or worse, it’s you and me to the grave.”

      “And Gunner,” he added. “We’re a threesome now.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t phrase it that way to him.”

      “Duly noted.”
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      We took three vehicles. After we parked and assembled, I turned to Tillie.

      “How close do you need to be?” I asked.

      “Not that close.” She was all smiles as she started into the woods. “Just get me to a clear spot, and I’ll handle the rest.”

      I shot a dubious look to Bay—this idea was starting to feel iffy—but she smiled and nodded encouragingly.

      We didn’t make it far into the woods before Gunner stopped us. “The cabin is about a quarter of a mile that way. I guarantee they have people in the woods who already know we’re here.”

      He was right. I’d yet to magically trip over any of our enemies. They wouldn’t be far, though. “Can you do it here?” I asked Tillie.

      “Sure.” She took the bag Landon had been carrying for her and began removing ingredients, Mama Moon closing in to help.

      I watched with curiosity as she kicked the fallen leaves away to clear a spot. She waved her hand, creating a glowing cauldron out of thin air, and then grabbed the first bag.

      “I need quiet for this,” she intoned. “You should serve as sentries on that side and watch as the traps start springing.”

      Under different circumstances, her know-it-all tone would’ve made me nervous. For some reason, it bolstered my confidence today. “You’re the boss.” I winked at her and then moved to the tree line. There was a small gap on the other side, then more trees. I could just make out a bigger clearing through the second tree line.

      “That’s where we had our picnics,” Gunner whispered. “The cabin isn’t far.”

      “I wonder if Herb was part of all of this,” I mused.

      “He was a shifter, and an old-school one at that,” Rooster offered. “It makes sense.”

      “Did he have any kids?” I was still trying to pin down Bonnie’s origins.

      Rooster looked momentarily thoughtful. “He had a daughter. She turned up pregnant when she was a teenager. The father wasn’t a shifter, though, and Herb turned his back on her. I’m not sure what happened to her.”

      “Maybe Bonnie is his granddaughter,” I suggested.

      “Anything is possible, but we’ll have to chase that trail later.” Rooster was grim as he looked over his shoulder. A strange smell had started emanating from Tillie’s conjured magical cauldron. “Have you ever seen anything like this? Be honest.”

      I shook my head. “No, but she’s Tillie. She has a diabolical brain, and she can make things work in a way I would never consider. She thinks outside the box. No matter what you believe about her, she wouldn’t say she could do this if she couldn’t. She loves Bay and Landon too much to put them in that sort of danger.”

      “And me,” Evan added as he shifted closer to us. “Don’t forget me. I’m her sidekick.”

      I couldn’t stop the smile from curving my lips. “And you.”

      A small explosion sounded behind us. Purple smoke billowed out of Tillie’s cauldron. It was so dark it almost looked black … and it crept through the trees, stretching toward the clearing like dark fingers searching for prey.

      “What is that?” Rooster demanded.

      “It’s payback,” Tillie replied simply. “Tillie-style.” She pumped her fists and waggled her hips before dropping one heckuva spell on us. “Decimare.” The second the word escaped her mouth, a booming blast of thunder rumbled hard enough that the ground shook and the sky opened up with lightning as the clouds instantly obliterated the sun.

      “I’m just adding some ambiance,” Tillie offered when multiple sets of questioning eyes turned to her.

      “This is going to be a disaster,” Gunner muttered. “A complete and total disaster.”

      “At least you’re pink,” Evan countered. “I mean … if we’re going to die, who doesn’t want to glow pink and pretty like a vagina?”

      “I’m going to kill you if we survive this,” Gunner warned.

      I bit back a chuckle and then straightened when a howl split the air.

      “That’s their battle cry,” Gunner warned. “They’re coming.”

      “Let’s see what these traps can do.” I moved to the edge of the tree line and narrowed my eyes.

      The first group of shifters to race in our direction were all alphas judging by their size. They were in wolf form, paws pounding against the ground. They barely made it to the edge of the farthest tree line when their fur was ripped away and replaced by feathers. The air caught them and lifted them as they shot shocked looks to one another.

      “They’re caught in the breeze,” Rooster said in disbelief as we watched the shifters disappear into the storm. “What in the hell?”

      “It gets better,” Tillie said. She did a little dance and clapped her hands, causing the thunder to rumble again, and when the second line of shifters tried to breach the far tree line, they pulled up and let out terrified yelps as they were forced back into their human form.

      Somewhere, horrible music began to play, and just like the jewelry boxes I’d seen some of the other girls covet when I was a child, the naked shifters began to pirouette and dance in a circle.

      “I was going to go for tutus, but I didn’t have time,” Tillie lamented. “Now we’re stuck seeing their junk.”

      “Just don’t look below their chests,” Bay instructed. She wasn’t smiling, but she didn’t appear unhappy with Tillie’s efforts so far. “They’ll send a bigger wave next time,” she warned.

      “I’ll be able to take out that wave, but the spell will die then,” Tillie said. “Three bursts and that’s it. If we were on our property, I could manage twice that, but I can only do so much here.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Bay said. “I’ll handle the wave after that.”

      She sounded so serious—so deadly—I shuddered. Bay started out as a witch who could talk to ghosts. Tillie once explained that it was an uncomfortable gift, and more than one witch had gone crazy under the weight of it. Bay hadn’t suffered as she tried to control her power, however. She’d excelled to the point she could not only talk with ghosts, she could command them. I had no doubt that was her plan for the fourth wave.

      After that, it would be my show.

      The third wave featured ten shifters. They slammed against Tillie’s spell barrier in tandem.

      I shrank back when the tree line came alive. The tree branches turned into arms. The trees grabbed the wolves by the throat and slammed them to the ground. There might’ve been some stomping too. I had to close my eyes at the sight, but that didn’t cut off the howls.

      The spell died with a fizzle when the shifters went silent.

      “They’ll come full force now,” Bay said as she strode forward. Her hands were already on fire, and her hair billowed behind her. She looked like a terrifying angel about to smite demons. “Prepare yourselves. Once I unleash the ghosts, we’ll have to pick off the rest of them ourselves.”

      I scrambled to keep up with her. She emerged first through the second tree line, into the clearing, and my heart almost pounded out of my chest when I caught sight of the army. There were even more shifters than I envisioned waiting for us.

      Bonnie stood among the wolves—the only individual in human form on her side as far as I could see—laughing like a loon. “Did you really think a few tricks would stop us?” she called out.

      “We’re nowhere near done,” I replied, nodding at Bay when she shot me a questioning look.

      “Come,” she intoned, her voice booming across the field in tandem with Tillie’s thunder.

      For a moment, it appeared nothing happened, but the wind turned to a howl as the ghosts began to flood the clearing.

      I kept my eyes on Bonnie, who looked horrified, and then frowned when she turned and raced into the woods protecting her back. I thought she would at least keep her bravado long enough to move toward us.

      “Stick with them,” I ordered Gunner and Graham before putting my head down and chasing Bonnie. An army of shifters stood between us. Two of them saw me trying to skirt the edge of their ranks and moved to intercept, but they never got the chance. Bay’s ghosts flattened them—the sound of bones breaking causing me to cringe—creating a pathway for me.

      I bolted into the woods without thinking if they’d set a trap. I was beyond caring at this point, even when Gunner howled my name. I was on my own.

      Separated from the battle, my witchy instincts pulled me to the right. The cabin sprang into view, and I took a moment to appreciate all they’d done over the years. It looked like a prepper’s wet dream, with multiple bunkers, gardens, and barns, but I blew past the cabin. I could search it later. All that mattered was finding Bonnie.

      I entered woods again on the other side of the cabin, my heart pounding and my muscles complaining. I lost track of time as I emerged in another clearing at the edge of a cliff. Bonnie stood alone, her eyes blazing.

      “It took you long enough,” she sneered as I bent at the waist and rested my hands on my knees.

      “I didn’t know I’d be running a marathon today,” I gasped. “Clearly eating chicken in bed and following it with sex is not a true workout, no matter what I’ve been telling myself.”

      Bonnie didn’t laugh. She narrowed her eyes, which had taken on an odd yellow color. “Not that, you idiot. I was talking about me. It took you long enough to figure out that I’ve been working against you this whole time.”

      “Oh, that.” I rolled my eyes. “Honestly, I feel a bit stupid about that myself,” I admitted. “Looking back, there were signs. Unfortunately, they weren’t the sort of signs I could pick up on in the moment.”

      “There were no signs.” Bonnie looked offended. “I was perfect in my role. You just can’t stand that I’m better than you.”

      “Yes, all your soldiers being ripped to shreds in that field suggests just how better you really are.”

      The look Bonnie shot me was withering. “Those aren’t our soldiers. They’re merely the first line of defense.”

      “The meth line?”

      Bonnie’s nose wrinkled. “I had no control over that part. It turns out that controlling the masses isn’t nearly as easy as one would like to believe. You need enticements. Hawthorne Hollow doesn’t offer many enticements.”

      “Still, meth?” I shook my head. “How terrifying can toothless shifters be?”

      “I just told you they’re not my army,” Bonnie snapped. “Why don’t you ever listen?”

      “You sound a little agitated,” I noted.

      “I’ve been very agitated since meeting you. You think you’re so smart and clever, when you’re really an airheaded idiot who was born into great power. You never earned it.”

      “Uh-huh. Sounds like you’re jealous.”

      Bonnie’s face twisted in a way so that I barely recognized her. “You don’t even know what you’re up against. I was right there with you the entire time, working against you, and never once did you suspect.”

      “And yet you got sloppy,” I pointed out. “All your plans were for naught because now you’re out of the loop, and I have no reason to spare you.”

      Bonnie’s laugh was haughty. “Do you really think you can take me? You don’t even know what I am.”

      I hated that she had a point. “Okay, why don’t you tell me?”

      “What fun would that be?” Her body shimmered, and I swear for an instant I saw what looked like a tail. She wasn’t a wolf shifter—that much was obvious—but a reptilian shadow followed her movements.

      That’s when it hit me.

      “You’re a lamia.” I knew I was right when her eyes narrowed. “You’re one of the old ones, but you’re not full lamia. You’re a hybrid. You’re like a new old one.”

      “Do you know what you’re talking about?” Bonnie challenged.

      I’d read about lamias. It had been part of the curriculum when I joined Spells Angels. I couldn’t remember the specifics, and figured lying was probably a waste of time. “Just the basics,” I acknowledged. “Lamias were popular in ancient Greece. Supposedly, they sucked the blood of children, but I’m guessing you guys have progressed. The old illustrations show beings with the head and breasts of women and the bodies of snakes.”

      “That’s not much, Scout,” she chastised. “You can do better.”

      “It doesn’t really matter,” I replied. “You’re not full lamia. I’m guessing your father was a lamia—which goes against that whole female thing—because your grandfather and mother were shifters.” I was grasping at straws. The cabin was all I had to go on. “Herb Lockwood was your grandfather. Your mother got knocked up as a teenager and nobody knew who the father was. I’m guessing he’s the reason you like to slither around.”

      Bonnie’s cheeks turned red. “How can you possibly know that?”

      I waved my hand. “Now, how about you come down from that cliff and we’ll have a real talk. I would love to get a look inside your head.”

      She would refuse, but I hoped to distract her long enough to use my magic and cause the cliff to disintegrate beneath her feet. Then it would be a simple matter of poking through the rubble until I could get my hands on her. I would see the truth of her double dealings and then end her.

      She read my mind and started laughing. “Do you really think I’ll allow you inside my head? I knew what you were doing with Doc and Marissa. You never would’ve been able to pull that with me. I’m more powerful than you.”

      “Let’s see if that’s true.” I raised my hands above my head and ignited them. She would be able to dodge anything I lobbed at her from this angle. All my firepower was for the bluff.

      Before I could unleash the fire, the woods went very still, and the air started to shimmer around me. The robed figure appeared on the ledge with Bonnie.

      “Kill her,” Bonnie ordered. “Kill her and end this.”

      The robed figure hissed, and I was almost certain I saw a tail moving beneath the robes.

      “You’re Bonnie’s father,” I said. “You’re an apex lamia.”

      The man—was it a man?—did not respond. Instead, he waved his hand as if flicking away a bug. The magic hit me like a wave before I could even register it was coming for me, slamming me into one of the trees at my back. I hit the ground so hard I saw stars. I clung to consciousness as everything in my body screamed for the pain to stop.

      “Kill her!” Bonnie shrieked.

      “If I kill her now, the battle will have already been lost,” the apex hissed. “If we kill her, the ghosts will come for us. It’s not time.”

      “She killed all the shifters we sent to fight them,” Bonnie argued.

      “They were always meant to die.” The apex tilted his head as he regarded me. “The war is not ready to be waged yet. We still have an army to build. Until that time, she remains alive.”

      “No!” Bonnie argued.

      The apex ignored her and kept his eyes on me. “I’ll see you soon, Child of the Stars.”

      I tried to raise a hand to wave but couldn’t muster the energy. “I’ll be waiting.” I meant to sound boastful, but my voice was barely a whisper.

      “It won’t go as you think,” he warned. “I’ve already changed the future. Your present will be mercifully short. Enjoy the time you have left.”

      “I was just going to tell you the same thing.”

      He stared at me a moment longer and then turned to depart into the woods. Bonnie continued to rant about ending my life, but her voice faded quickly, leaving me nothing but pain as a companion.

      “Scout?” Evan appeared at my side after I’d been floating for what felt like a year. He looked terrified. “Can you hear me?”

      I worked my jaw, but no sound came out.

      “Come on.” He slipped his arm under my legs and hoisted me up to cradle against his chest, eliciting a grunt—or maybe it was a scream—as my body protested. “I’m getting you out of here.”

      I nodded. At least I think I did.

      “The apex?” he asked as he carried me toward our team.

      “Gone, with Bonnie,” I rasped.

      “The others are dead. We killed them all.” He didn’t sound as if he was bragging.

      “There are more.”

      “You’re going to be okay? You’re not dying on me, are you?”

      I had no idea. “I need a drink.”

      He managed a smile. “Don’t die on me, and I’ll get you ten.”

      I closed my eyes and rested my head against his shoulder. We’d won this battle, but now the war was even bigger than any of us had anticipated.
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      “This is crap.”

      I glared at Gunner as he tucked me in bed. I debated how I was going to pay him back. It wasn’t even my bed. Everyone in our group decided it was best we not stay at the cabin tonight and instead take refuge someplace we knew was safe.

      Before he could respond, the door opened, and Winnie bustled in with a tray of juice, water, and a huge bowl of chicken noodle soup. We were bedding down at The Overlook until I was back at a hundred percent.

      My life sucks. Did I mention that?

      “Here we go.” Winnie placed the tray over my lap and then fluffed the pillows propping me up. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m fine,” I lied. In truth, everything still hurt, just not at the same level as before. I needed a restorative sleep. I still hadn’t wrapped my head around why that sleep had to be had in Hemlock Cove.

      “You’re not fine.” Winnie was matter of fact. “Your body is one big bruise. You’re lucky you didn’t break your back with that blow you took. You’re tired from using your magic, and you haven’t eaten since this morning.” Her expression was stern as she regarded me. “I expect you to eat all of that soup before sleeping, young lady.”

      I slid my eyes to Gunner. “You’re in so much trouble.”

      “Consider it payback for when you dumped me with my father and took off to Mama Moon’s,” he said. “I told you there was a reckoning coming.” He smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes. I wasn’t conscience when Evan turned up with me in his arms, but I could imagine the scene … and it wasn’t pretty.

      “We have things we should be doing,” I argued, although I had to swallow a mouthful of drool when I got a whiff of the soup. “We need to research lamia, because we have an apex, and that means trouble.”

      “You said the apex wasn’t looking to go to war just yet,” Gunner pointed out pragmatically. He had a bruise on his face from the battle, and his clothes were filthy and in need of trashing.

      “Gunner—”

      “No.” He vehemently shook his head. “I’m not playing around. You’re eating that soup and getting some sleep. That’s all there is to it. We both need a night of not worrying about something bad happening.”

      I preferred sleeping in my own bed, so I wasn’t ready to cede the fight just yet. “What about Merlin? We can’t leave him unprotected.”

      “My father picked him up. They’re having a grandfather-grandson night. Dad says they’re binge-watching Avengers movies.”

      Well, that was just crap. “What about Rooster and the others?” I demanded.

      “They’re fine.” Gunner sat on the other side of the bed and regarded me with exhausted eyes. “They’re working overtime to make sure none of Bonnie’s credentials allow her into the computer system. They’re changing all the locks. They’ve got everything under control.”

      I wasn’t done yet. “What about Raisin?”

      “She’s still here,” Winnie replied. “She’s at the opposite end of the hall. I told her she can’t visit you until tomorrow, something she declared unfair and had her stomping around for a bit. Then Aunt Tillie volunteered to take her to her greenhouse so they could feed Barney.”

      I’d forgotten about Barney. “He’s okay?”

      “He’s fine. Margaret hasn’t made a single peep since we informed her that her new best friend was wanted for escaping a mental hospital. Apparently, she looked up the information herself and is horrified. She’s afraid if she goes after the bear, we’ll tell everybody in town about her new friend.”

      “Where is Yolanda?” I asked Gunner.

      “Her body is at the morgue,” he replied. “We’re going to bury her in a few days. Dad said we can make the arrangements tomorrow or the next day. There’s no hurry. She won’t be any less dead.”

      It sounded as if they had everything under control. I still didn’t like being away from my own bed. “What about Esther? Has anybody checked that she’s still in her cabin?”

      “Thistle did,” Winnie replied. “We sent her out to check when we heard what was going on with you guys. She’s still there, minding her own business.”

      “Ugh.” I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. “I can’t help feeling we should be doing something.”

      “We will do something,” Gunner promised. “But not tonight.”

      “There’s nothing you can do now,” Winnie said in a gentle voice. When her hand moved to brush my hair back from my forehead, I jolted in surprise. “You need to be babied for a change.”

      I had to stop myself from laughing. “I’m fine.” And I was back holding that up as my mantra. How did that happen?

      Winnie perched on the edge of the bed. “You’ve been through more in the last week than any other person would be able to absorb in a lifetime. You found your childhood friend. You found your parents. You learned a trusted friend was a traitor.

      “You’ve been thrown around by an apex and lived to tell the tale,” she continued. “You were lured outside and controlled by another apex—and we both know you’re not over that. You had to contemplate killing your boyfriend’s mother, and then you were forced to sit back and watch her die with him at your side. It’s been a physically and emotionally exhausting week.”

      “Sounds like a normal week,” I mused.

      She smiled. “You’re strong, Scout, but even you have limits. Tonight you will rest under our roof. You will sleep knowing that you’re safe and can recuperate. Tomorrow we will start researching lamia.”

      “Do you know anything about them?” I was hopeful as I spooned up some of the soup.

      “No, but Bay said your circus friend knows one.”

      I chewed on some noodles and nodded. “Maybe that’s why Poet is in the vision. Maybe her lamia has something to do with the lamia apex.”

      “I met several of the circus people,” Winnie replied. “I don’t believe I met the lamia in their company. If I did, I don’t remember her, but Bay said that would be impossible. Bay also said there’s no way Poet would trust someone who didn’t deserve it. She cautioned that casting aspersions without proof is an ugly business.”

      “Uh-huh.” I swallowed. “I don’t think she said it like that.”

      Winnie laughed. “She didn’t, but she has a point. Poet showed herself to be trustworthy, and that was before we knew about her past with you. Do you think Poet would put her trust in a woman who doesn’t deserve it?”

      I shook my head. “No. She might be of help on this, though.”

      “If you want to give her a call when you’ve finished your dinner, that’s something you can do to feel proactive before bed,” Winnie encouraged. “Food first.”

      I scowled. “I’m a bit old for parental bossiness.”

      “You’ve never had a true parent to boss you around,” she countered. “Now you’ve got them coming out of the woodwork. I’m more than happy to stand as your mother this evening and order you around as Graham is otherwise engaged. But eventually, you will have to deal with your own mother.”

      I hadn’t thought of Rick and Andrea all day. They were in the cabin, safe on another plane, but they would have to be informed.

      As if reading my mind, Winnie rested her hand on my wrist. “I can’t imagine what you’re feeling. Knowing why your parents let you go, understanding it, doesn’t make it easy to accept. I raised a daughter who had heavy aspirations weighing her down, so much so that she fled for a time, so I know a bit about expectations.

      “You are expected to essentially save the world, Scout,” she continued, “but nobody expects you to do it alone. You can’t be a girlfriend, a daughter, a best friend, and a hero without expecting anybody to offer help. You’re not used to accepting help. It’s time you changed that.

      “As for your parents, I don’t know what they’re thinking.” She gave me a rueful smile. “I have to imagine that if they’ve been watching you as Gunner says, they know you’re likely overwhelmed. The way he described them, they won’t pressure you. They’ll wait for you to be ready for them.”

      She gripped my hand tightly. “There is no wrong move to make with your parents,” she insisted, her eyes clear and bright. “They will move at your pace. You don’t have to offer more than you have to give right now.”

      “What if I can’t ever offer them anything?” I asked.

      “Oh, Scout, you have more to offer than you give yourself credit for,” she said. “You need to rest that busy brain of yours before you open your heart to people. Perhaps talking to your Poet will help you. After all, the two of you bonded when you were children, when you were most vulnerable. That bond could be beneficial to you both.”

      “I’m tired,” I admitted. “I know I need rest. It’s just … so much. It’s too much.”

      “It’s not too much, because you’re the strongest person I know,” Winnie replied as she stood. “Rest so you can believe in yourself again.” She darted a look to Gunner. “We have pot roast downstairs, but you need to shower first. Perhaps you can eat while Scout is on her call with Poet.”

      “You had me at pot roast.” Gunner winked. “I’ll be down in a few. I need to shower and make sure Scout doesn’t make a break for it.”

      “Scout can’t go anywhere,” Winnie replied as she slid through the door. “Aunt Tillie set traps.”

      I scowled. “This is a very bossy house.”

      “Get used to it.”

      I ate my soup under Gunner’s watchful gaze and let him take the tray when I finished.

      “I have a lot of thoughts,” I said when he started to strip for the shower. “I need time to work them out before I express them.”

      “I have a lot of thoughts too,” Gunner agreed. “My mother is dead.”

      “And mine is here.”

      “We’ll deal with it together.” He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “Talk to Poet as long as you want. Whatever they have for dessert, I’ll smuggle it up here, and we’ll eat in bed before sleep.”

      “And then what?” I asked.

      “Tomorrow is a new day. We’ll start researching our enemy and go from there.”

      “Fine, but there’d better be cake. If I have to be treated like a little kid, I want cake.”

      “I’ll make sure there’s ice cream too.”

      He linked his fingers with mine. “We have a whole life to look forward to. There are just a few pesky details we have to work out before we get there.”

      “Like an apex that looks like a snake.”

      “Yup.”

      “That seems like more than a pesky detail.”

      “It’s all details, baby.” He gave me a soft kiss. “As long as we have each other, everything else is just a detail.”

      I wanted to agree with him. “I’ll probably be back to being a hard-ass tomorrow. I guess it’s okay to be babied tonight.”

      “See, we finally agree on something.”

      “Don’t let it go to your head.”
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This circus is more than it
appears (o be.

They're performers and hunters ... and all sorts
of sarcastic. When they fight, they win.

The show must go on!
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