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The original notes for this story are from 2016. I tried to start it about two years ago and never got through Chapter One. This story chose to happen now. 

It also chose to be as stressful as Sweet Clematis was to write, albeit in an entirely different way, and it took both medical intervention (I’m not joking) and the support of an impatient, excited beta reader to get me to finish it. (Thank you. Sorry and thank you.) So here’s hoping it makes the rest of you want to flop on the floor like a fish.
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RAY DIDN’T KNOW where he was or why he was there. He didn’t know if the sky was dark or light, why he was cold, why his pulse pushed against his skull. He should have known those things. That thought came and went, crisp and shaped like words, which made it human, although Ray did not feel human with his senses streaming too much information to his aching head. 

He inhaled, hoping for clarity, and only just turned his head in time for his vomit to spill out onto pavement that smelled of rotting food and piss and traces of rats. The rats were the safest scent to a were’s senses, not clean, but cleaner than the mess left behind by careless humans. City wildlife bathed itself. Rats, foxes, and opossums were only animals making do in an environment someone else had created. Humans chose filth. 

Ray was somewhere in the city, then. He realized his eyes were closed and cracked them open, only to snap them shut again. The light was orange and dim, but still far too much for a wolf’s eyesight at the moment. He took another breath, carefully this time, his face turned away from the pavement. 

It was afternoon, or evening. He was in a city, in an alley. That was all he knew. 

Ray wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, then slowly, with his jaw clenched, reached up to prod at his skull. No bumps. No blood. No heat. But he could have healed. The dangers of rapid werewolf healing; the surface sometimes healed before the wound itself did. That had happened before, although he couldn’t seem to recall a specific example.

Injured or not, he was still in pain. He was also on the ground, a realization that made him sit up, too much, too fast. His stomach roiled, but he didn’t vomit. Penn would’ve been proud. 

Penn. Ray shielded his eyes before he opened them again. He ignored the sharp sting that made him blink and swept his gaze over the space in front of him. No sign of Penn. Or of anyone else, for that matter.

On his knees, squinting in the glow of the evening sun, Ray patted his chest, finding no injuries, before discovering his wallet and his gun where they ought to be. 

He inhaled again. Vomit, still warm—not automatically objectionable to a were’s nose despite what humans would think, but hardly pleasant. Piss again. Food waste from one of the bins nearby. Old sweat and something else, something almost wild, only in the air for a second before it was gone. A hint of grass, like what sprung up sometimes between the cracks in the sidewalk. Plastic and metal. City smells. 

The pavement was stained and uneven. It had not been repaved in some time. So he was not in a nicer part of town. Something somewhere smelled vaguely of pears, but almost artificially, like candy or cheap bodywash. 

Ray grunted as he lurched to his feet, then swayed and fell against the wall that marked the end of this alley; the back corner of a building, although he couldn’t say which one. He had to blink away more tears of pain, then sparkles at the rush of blood through his head. Despite the light, the air was not warm. He remembered it was early autumn, although he did not know why that knowledge was so clear when nothing else was. Ray shut his eyes and focused elsewhere, using his ears this time. There was noise, like what might have been a crowd of people, but it was distant. 

Ray’s ears were ringing. He was almost embarrassed that he hadn’t noticed that before, and swatted irritably at one as if that would stop the sound. His growl was high and alarmed, and carried over the din of the faraway crowd and his pulse in his ears and the ringing, but it didn’t drown out closer, newer, bright noises. 

Bright, Ray thought again, locking his throat, and opened his eyes as he tracked murmured conversation and the scrape of rubber or plastic-soled shoes on the ground. If he strained, he could hear two separate heartbeats. One of them was quick, almost like a bird’s. 

He straightened, leaving his back to the wall, and sharpened his attention on the narrow mouth of the alley a moment before two figures rounded the corner and came into sight. 

They were... not tall. Which meant they were not weres or trolls or even particularly large humans. They were average and slightly below average height for human men, if they were men, if they were human. One did not seem to be, the fading daylight catching on a slow fall of sparkle that meant fairy, although Ray did not see the outline of wings behind him. But the one who seemed to be fairy was dressed like a fairy—shirtless despite the autumn chill. He had bothered with human social niceties only to put on jeans and green tennis shoes. He was white, his skin tone almost but not quite golden, and his short wavy hair was brown until the light revealed streaks of gold and green. 

The other figure wore a blue sweater with a collared shirt beneath that, and slacks that looked pressed. He did not have pointed ears or shimmer with unknowable sparkle. He was Black, with short curls and high cheekbones and a slightly amused expression on his face as he listened to the other one. 

The not-fairy turned toward his friend, smiling, and Ray finally spied the jewel-colored wings emerging from the friend’s back and the pointed shape of an ear as the friend briefly stood in profile. Then the friend—the fairy, and it was a fairy despite the jeans and the shoes and the small wings—turned toward Ray. 

The fairy’s smile froze. He raised an arm in an attempt to block the other one from moving forward, like a driver might do to the person in the passenger seat of their car at an unexpected stop, although the other one simply batted his arm down. Then the fairy seemed to forget about stopping his friend. He took a step forward only to halt again, his head tipped to one side, curious or confused. 

His attitude made the other one pause at last, frowning. 

They were near each other in age. At least, as far as Ray could tell with how fairies aged—or rather, didn’t age. The two of them moved comfortably together. Ray didn’t think he was wrong to label them friends. But one of them had the cloud of uncomfortable/itchy about them that meant spell-casting, and they were here, now, when Ray didn’t know what was going on. 

Ray inhaled, and the itch of magic made him wrinkle his nose and curl his lip in a snarl that he barely kept silent. With the scent of human magic came sweetness, wafting through the filth of the alley like the steam from a cooling pie in a cartoon. Fairies always smelled like that, like cane sugar and corn syrup and fruit juices, because they were nearly always eating and they favored sugar over any other foods. 

The strangers were staring at him, both of their heartbeats quick now. Ray cut off the growl that had slipped from him, that should never have happened in front of them, and shook his head. The resulting throb behind his eyes nearly made him growl again. 

“Ray?” 

Ray focused on the fairy who had said his name, and scowled when the fairy faltered to have a were’s attention. Lots of people knew Ray’s name, especially in the village, where most of the fairies in Los Cerros lived. Ray stood out, as a werewolf surrounded by humans and as one of the only two beings detectives in the Los Cerros Police Department. Reporters liked to try to interview him if they saw him, although Penn was better at public speaking and anything requiring diplomacy. They chose not to interview her either out of sexism or fear of her sharp teeth, or perhaps both, but Ray deferred to her in front of them anyway, and left her to answer their questions. 

The fairy’s eyes were wide, and full of shifting, swirling colors that matched his pretty little wings. 

Fairies were always pretty, or beautiful, or striking, although they smelled of candy, and they went on and on about “colors” and “shine” without explaining themselves, and the ones who could sometimes floated inches from the ground, creating windstorms with wings much, much larger than the ones this fairy had. Perhaps because of their love of sugar, fairies were in near constant motion that was difficult to track when Ray was supposed to be working. Fairies... the thought slipped away before Ray could finish it.  

“Ray?” the fairy asked again, taking another step forward. 

“Don’t.” Ray bit out the word and raised a hand between them, although the fairy was too far away to touch. The fairy stopped, exchanging a glance with his friend. Then they both moved closer at the same time. 

Ray growled, deliberately this time. A warning that would either make them afraid or would lead to jokes later, when they were somewhere else and they wouldn’t expect a werewolf to be around to hear them. He wondered if they didn’t realize what he was. Some didn’t until the moment Ray’s eyes would glow or they watched him heal far too fast to be human. 

“I won’t hurt you.” Ray kept his voice low. “I’m wolf,” he added, in case they had missed this, if he was lucky and his gaze had not turned animal. Pain could do that. It was surprisingly easier to deal with pain in a wolf body than a human-seeming one. “I won’t hurt you, but you have to stay back.” 

Speaking made his head ache more. He put his hand to his temple as if that would help. 

The other one, the human, made a small, shocked sound. The fairy went so still that even his wings didn’t move. 

Ray sniffed the air carefully, finding more itchy human magic, already fading, and then a collection of mingled surface scents from the two of them that he momentarily discarded. They did not smell calm, but they weren’t full of panic, either. 

He returned his focus to the one who had said his name, his nose and mouth filling with the sweetness from before. If he held it on his tongue, he could label it. The fairy would taste the same. 

Ray tossed his head to banish the stray thought. 

A mistake. 

He stumbled back into the wall as the world spun and his mind went red and hot. 

The fairy’s voice became louder. “Ray? Ray?” Now, the fairy was alarmed. Real alarm, since fairies didn’t lie. 

Ray immediately straightened and forced his eyes open. “Stay back.” He growled again, accidentally, which was humiliating, but not nearly as much as the realization that he was half-collapsed against the wall. 

He was... weak. 

Weres didn’t get weak. 

The other stranger, the non-fairy, moved, and Ray twitched to see a phone in the man’s hand where there hadn’t been one before. It could have been a weapon and Ray could have been dead by now for all that he’d noticed it. Not that Ray believed someone in pressed slacks and comfortable sweater would be out to kill him, and definitely not while standing next to a fairy. 

Fairies didn’t like unpleasant things, or so the stories went. Anything from heartbreak to murder to a paper cut could send a fairy running. They were honest, but hardly committed or faithful. Ray would have said that was as much bullshit as all the tall tales about weres, but he wasn’t often in the village and didn’t interact with fairies much, so he wasn’t sure what was real and what was human-spun nonsense. 

“Raymond,” the fairy said Ray’s name, harder this time. Ray looked at him and bared his teeth. The fairy narrowed his eyes. “What’s wrong?” 

Grunting, Ray pulled himself up to his full height. His eyes were likely glowing and he wasn’t entirely certain he could stop them. Usually, the sight made humans uneasy... or aroused. Ray was large and felt larger, standing near the two of them. He was broad and giant next to anything but a troll or a demon. 

The muffled sounds in the distance grew sharper, the ringing in his ears falling to a whine. Car radios. Chatter. 

“Where’s Penn?” Ray demanded hoarsely. “Detective Del Mar,” he corrected himself. “Where is she?” 

The human and the fairy in front of him exchanged another look. 

“She’s back there with everyone else,” the human answered, slowly. “She was fine the last we saw her. Which was, like, two minutes ago.” 

“What’s wrong?” the fairy broke in, voice rising. 

Ray took a deep, sugary breath that made him warm under his suit. “Why do you keep asking me that, fairy?” 

The fairy scoffed without taking his eyes off Ray. “Aside from the fact that you called me ‘fairy’ and told us you’re a wolf like we don’t know? I can see your colors, obviously. They’re—Ray,” his wings began to flutter wildly, “tell me you’re okay.” 

“I’m standing.” Ray swept a look over the bare chest with its lack of hair and listened to the heart inside it beat in time with those dainty wings. Then he looked up to meet the swirling eyes. “Fairy,” he added, pointedly. 

“Cal,” the human hissed, worry/concern/alarm in his scent now. 

“Cal,” Ray echoed, rough. “That’s not a fairy’s name.” The name, like the scent, was heavy in Ray’s mouth and rich in his lungs. It was like everything sweet and comforting, and yet not specifically like anything. The sweetness was warm peach cobbler in the summer, but also terrible chalky candy hearts with words stamped into them. Ray had always hated the taste of those, but had enjoyed, in a squirmy, childlike way, the fall of a box of them into the bucket made of construction paper by his desk in elementary school, to go with the few, frail paper valentines a werewolf child in a human school would receive. He inhaled again and thought of fall, and apple cider donuts, and the ubiquitous pumpkin-flavored everything, which he didn’t even like, or didn’t think he did. The fairy smelled of more than just sugar now that Ray had focused on him. He was also sweat, clean and heady, and roses, somehow, though Ray didn’t pay much attention to flowers and too many roses had always felt overwhelming to his senses. 

“A fairy’s name is whatever they say it is,” the fairy—Cal—corrected, with a sting in the words. But then he exhaled a shaking breath and said, “Callalily.” His friend reached out, as if to touch his arm, only to freeze when Ray briefly turned toward him. The fairy closed his eyes, then opened them. “Callalily,” he introduced himself again, voice like a bruise. 

“Callalily? Ray repeated, tasting that as well. His heartbeat slowed, his headache easing. “Purity,” he remembered aloud. “Faithfulness.” Some flowers had meanings ascribed to them by fairies or by humans, once upon a time. Ray wasn’t sure where he had picked up the meaning of a gift of a calla lily, but the scrap of information had probably been for a case. 

Callalily put a hand to his throat. “You... you know flower meanings?” 

Ray didn’t. Except that apparently, he did. He clenched his jaw and said nothing. 

Callalily gave a small shake of his head. “Ray Ray, how long have you—no. No, I—Benny?” 

“I’m here,” answered his friend—Benny. He flicked a glance to Ray then put his hand gently on Callalily’s elbow. He glared, and Ray realized he was growling again and made himself stop. 

Callalily’s eyes were wide. “Do you not know me, Ray?” He asked it in a soft voice but then dropped his shoulders as though he already knew the answer. 

“Should I?” Ray wondered, instead of the no that would make Callalily droop even more. 

A short, high, nearly hysterical laugh burst from Callalily before he went quiet. He clenched his hands at his sides and took a breath. He wanted to appear calm, which was practically lying as far as a fairy should be concerned. But what did Ray know of fairies? It didn’t matter, in any event, since the wings gave away everything, along with the fairy’s heart, and his scent. 

Callalily was still sugar, still harvest fruit and school holidays, but now he was also hurt and confusion. Ray frowned, not at Callalily, but at the unpleasant mix of bad and good where there had only been good before. Ray didn’t care much for sweets, although Penn did, and Ray liked to watch the servers in her favorite ice cream parlor dip a soft-serve cone into melted chocolate and then roll it in sprinkles. That’s what Callalily’s base scent was like, even with the panic and pain. Anticipation, Ray labeled it first, then changed his mind, reward. 

Snack. 

Snack, Ray thought again, his blood thick and slow, his skin hot. He’d never had a fairy. Fairies were delicate. They looked solid but they were all sheer wings and glitter. Ray would break one unless he was careful. Despite all their offers, he had always said no. He tried so hard to be careful. 

But he wanted to eat this one, this parfait with slim hips and slender shoulders and collarbones for Ray to sink his teeth into. 

He shook his head again and it hurt, but Ray barely noticed, his attention on trailing glitter and a full bottom lip. 

He should have healed by now, which worried him, but was only one puzzle among several. The fairy didn’t smell like fear of him, but he also did not smell of want. 

Ray was a werewolf backed into a corner, practically whimpering. Of course, the fairy didn’t want him. 

Ray lowered his head. 

Callalily lifted his hands as though he wanted to reach out. “What’s wrong?” 

“You’re a fairy,” Ray answered, staring down at tennis shoes instead of bare feet, then at tight jeans. 

“What the fuck,” Benny whispered. He did not seem to expect a response. 

“Half-fairy,” Callalily said in a strained voice. “You noticed. I’m so pleased.” Callalily could have been knocked over by an especially gusty breeze but he managed sarcasm just fine. Sarcasm, apparently, was not considered lying. 

Ray held Callalily’s stare until Benny hissed, “Cal, be careful.” 

Ray looked at Benny, then down to his own hands, hoping he wouldn’t find claws. 

“Oh,” Callalily said as if just noticing something. “He’s scared, Bens.” 

Ray held in his snarl and left his hands in fists at his sides so that any claws wouldn’t be visible. 

Benny ran his thumb over his phone. Glitter disappeared before it could land on Callalily’s skin. Ray’s face was hot. 

“That’s, um, that’s Benny,” Callalily said suddenly, his tone falsely calm once again. “My best friend. He’s pack—no, you don’t know him anymore. Or me—you don’t know me. You don’t—Oh. Oh, I...” 

“Breathe, Callalily!” Ray ordered without thinking, pushing away from the wall in the moment before Callalily dragged in a breath. 

Benny moved his hand to Cal’s shoulder. He was gentle. “Take a breath, Cal. A big one. Okay, now hold it.” Cal reached up to hold Benny’s hand. He held his breath, then exhaled before taking another one, and when his fingers eased their death grip on his friend’s hand, Ray exhaled with him. 

“You don’t need to worry.” It tumbled from Ray, drawing Callalily’s eyes up to his face. Distress was sharp in Ray’s nose. “I’ll be fine.” Ray would heal. He was healing now, if too slowly. But his unhappiness was upsetting Callalily and the knowledge renewed the pounding inside his skull. 

“Oh, Raymond.” Callalily scrubbed a hand over his face, then twitched his nose and pulled his shoulders back. “Are you injured in some way, or in pain? Not that you’d tell me if you were,” he added, with a somewhat watery sniffle that made Ray’s heart thump uncomfortably against his ribs and his eyes widen. Callalily scoffed; that was watery too. “You know I can see when you lie, Ray? Well, you don’t know, I guess.” His voice cracked but he went on as if it hadn’t. “But I can see when you lie.” 

Ray glanced to Benny, who was worried and uncomfortable and possibly slightly pissed off, although, if he was, his anger was not directed at Ray or Callalily. Ray focused back on Callalily, who had raised his chin as though Ray was going to argue with him. 

“You keep talking like you know me,” Ray finally said, doing exactly that. 

“I know you better than anyone in the state,” Callalily declared with quiet certainty, “except for Penn.” He peered at Ray and seemed to lose his confidence, or just forget about it as fairies were said to forget about everything. “Is that... terrifying for you? You can sniff what I’m feeling, Ray. That makes us even. Don’t be scared.” 

Most wouldn’t think a werewolf could feel fear. This fairy did. And he was right. 

Ray did not back up, because he couldn’t and because he wouldn’t. But something in Ray’s attitude made Callalily close his mouth and swallow. He crept forward a step. 

“I’d hurt even a fairy if I had to.” Ray warned when he should have just pushed past them and left the alley, found Penn and figured out what the hell had happened. 

Several emotions flickered across Callalily’s face. Then he smiled, a flash, there and gone. “No, you wouldn’t. Not my Ray.” He took another step, waving off Benny and continuing forward while talking quietly, almost under his breath, like he knew Ray would hear. “Sometimes I think you do what you do because you were given no other outlet for how much you...” He abandoned that thought for another. “What do I smell like?” 

Ray offered him another silent snarl, not in the mood to try to explain the way weres categorized smells, which was not at all like how humans seemed to, and likely fairies as well. “This alley stinks,” he said shortly, with Callalily’s heartbeat growing louder as Callalily inched closer. “And it’s itchy.” 

“Magic. From Benny.” Callalily jerked his head toward Benny in explanation. “What else, Ray Ray?” 

Ray could give them the exact contents of the nearest trash bins if they wanted. But he didn’t think that was what Callalily was after. “Coffee with pumpkin syrup and whipped cream.” Ray dragged in another long breath. “Your friend has on some aftershave, but it’s not strong. Both of you use perfume-free detergent.” The same brand Ray used, as well as oatmeal soap, also like what Ray had at home. The kind that didn’t make him sneeze like artificially scented soaps did. 

“That’s real stuff.” Callalily dismissed this, his gaze intent on Ray’s face. “Give me the rest of it.” 

Ray didn’t have to give him anything and growled for it. Callalily should not know about the other ways weres processed scents, how some learned to name emotions, or linked scents to ideas more than to solid, tangible objects. Ray stared hard at him until the fairy finally stopped moving, then Ray’s attention dropped to Callalily’s bare chest once again, the line of Callalily’s throat and the hum of his pulse. Callalily was close enough now that Ray could find more, would find more, if he nuzzled beneath one pointed ear. 

“Worry.” Ray was softer than he meant to be. The way he was with traumatized children, or bullied elves, or lost werewolves with no place to go. Callalily was none of those things, but Ray pushed the rumble from his voice before he continued. “Fear.” Though not necessarily of Ray. Everything in his scent was nearly as it had been when the two of them had first come into the alley. 

Peach cobbler. Daisies and grass. Honey. Lemon trees. Things more about the essence of spring and summer than any actual single smell. Ray scowled for that, for finding so much beneath the surface of a scent he had labeled merely sweet only moments before. He inhaled again, trying to discover more about who this fairy was from the contact traces clinging to him. 

“Coffee,” he said aloud, instead of anything about the seasons that he would have had to explain. “Sweetened and hot. The pumpkin was for your friend. You got some expensive treat of a latte, extra caffeine and raspberry syrup.” Ray could almost taste it, and thought such a drink ought to be repulsive, not make his mouth water. 

Ray’s face felt hot again, then his neck, the skin prickling. He met Callalily’s unreasonably knowing stare and took another breath. His heartbeat blocked out the distant sounds of the police, of Benny. “Spring and summer,” Ray said quietly, “heat and sex and sunshine.” Weres were creatures of the moon, and yet.... “You smell like....” He leaned down, inching toward warm skin. “You smell like—you.” 

Callalily raised his eyebrows. “Well, I should hope I smell like me.” 

Ray remembered to blink. “Who are you?” 

Callalily flinched hard and fell back a step. 

Ray blinked again, shaking his head despite the ache. Callalily’s eyes were so bright. Ray didn’t want to breathe in and know what emotion had brought tears to the fairy’s eyes. 

“Asking a fairy their name?” Callalily asked, a wobble in his voice. He flinched again at the concerned, “Cal,” from his friend. He nodded as if responding to whatever Benny hadn’t said, then met Ray’s stare. “You truly don’t know me?” 

“I...” Ray tossed his head again, but his thinking remained slow, his senses distracted by the pervasive scent of Callalily/Callalily/Callalily. “I know you,” he began cautiously, because they had met, now, and to deny it felt wrong. “But I don’t...” The lack of more information made him reach up to pull at the knot in his tie. 

This, for whatever reason, made Callalily sigh and then offer Ray another smile, small and sad. “Ray, I’d like it if I could check you to make sure you’re really okay. Earlier, you said you would be fine, which implies you are not fine now.” He paused to clear his throat. “I know you heal, but that doesn’t mean things can’t go wrong. Like last year, you know? When there was that incident,” the sound he made was reasonably close to a wolf’s growl, “and you got hit with a piece of fragmented bullet from a ricochet, and it went under your skin, and you skin kept healing over it so the doctor had to cut you open to get it out.” 

Ray stared blankly at Callalily while his heartbeat rocketed up to something like panic and the pain in his skull became almost blinding. 

“On your left arm,” Callalily added as if realizing Ray had no idea what he was talking about. “Right here.” He pointed to a spot on his own forearm and held his breath when Ray slowly pushed up his sleeve enough to feel for a tiny, tiny scar for a wound he had no memory of receiving. 

“Ray. Ray, just listen. I can see you freaking out, Ray, but you’re fine. Ray, please, you’re scaring Benny.” 

Ray raised his head and took his hand from his arm. 

“I’m not that scared,” Benny asserted quietly. “But I would like to know what the hell is going on.” 

Ray snorted, but then whispered, more tired than he could ever remember being, “I think I’d remember a doctor slicing open my arm.” 

“Your eyes are glowing,” Callalily answered, just as softly. 

“You need to...” Ray swallowed, then forced the words out. “You need to leave here, in case I... do something. Find my partner. Find Detective Del Mar. She should be—“ He had no idea where Penn was. “She should be close.” 

“You could never hurt me. Well, not seriously. Not in a way I haven’t asked for.” Callalily smiled again when Ray turned to him, startled. This smile seemed happier, if distant. “That’s one of the things you made sure I knew. Just like how you told me once, if something happened, like if you couldn’t shift back or something, I am supposed to get closer to you, not farther. I am supposed to tell you to breathe. So breathe, Ray. Breathe deep.” 

“I don’t know you!” Ray insisted with a snarl that was already fading. 

“Ray,” Callalily said again, his little wings fluttering and directing even more of his scent toward Ray. He put his hands out, palms up. “I took the warning very, very seriously. Keep breathing. How do I smell to you now? May I touch you?” 

The wall was unforgiving, but it kept Ray on his feet when Callalily came forward again. Ray was breathing. He was breathing too fast, and Callalily’s skin would be warm, and his hands would slide through Ray’s hair while Ray inhaled his sunshine. 

“Please, Ray?” Callalily’s voice was nectar. 

Ray did not have a sweet tooth. But he clenched his jaw and nodded once, jerkily, and stood with his head raised and his chest heaving as Callalily stopped directly in front of him. 

Callalily had to stand on his toes and then stretch to place his hands lightly and carefully on either side of Ray’s face. Ray only had a moment to absorb the warmth he had expected and then Callalily reached up a little more to sweep some of Ray’s hair from his forehead. 

“You’re colder than you should be,” Callalily whispered, which Ray didn’t understand, because he was burning up beneath Callalily’s hands. Callalily met Ray’s eyes, but tipped his head back toward Benny. “Whatever magic was worked here was strong. He looks exhausted, Bens.” He captured a lock of Ray’s hair only to release it. “The grays are extra striking with you so pale right now. I don’t like that, but... moonlight becomes you, Ray.” 

Ray gave in and took a breath. He wanted to shiver, as though he could feel Callalily’s sparkle on his skin. Fairy sparkle wasn’t real, they said. It couldn’t be felt or measured, only perceived. It flashed in and out of existence before Ray’s eyes, framing Callalily’s face with ephemeral light. 

“You.” Ray growled the word. It traveled through his blood like sugar after hours of hunger. “You,” Ray murmured, then growled again, a rumble that would carry beyond the alley. 

“Me?” Callalily echoed, worry and hope in his incredible scent. The scent that was as warm as the rest of him because it was heavy with affection. 

Affection was not strong enough. It was not the right label. 

Ray tried to look away. “You’re...” Callalily stared back at him, pretending badly to be calm, his gaze intent on Ray’s face, loving and terrified. Ray didn’t know him. But he smelled like— “Who are you?” 

Callalily’s eyes went bright again and he blinked quickly several times. “I’m your mate, Ray.” 

Ray yanked himself out of Callalily’s hands. The back of his head hit the wall hard enough to make the world spin even with his eyes closed. Acid burned Ray’s throat before he swallowed it down. He waited, jaw clenched tight, for the sickness to pass. He did not open his eyes although he could feel greater distance between them, as if Callalily had given him room, but Callalily was still close. Ray could hear his wings, a zipping hum of panic and fear, as well as Callalily’s voice joined with Benny’s, calling his name with increasing worry. 

Ray wanted to not be aware of their distress. He covered his ears, but even with that, Callalily’s voice slipped between his fingers the moment Callalily began to speak to him, quiet and low. 

“Ray, please. Please. Just breathe and everything will be fine. I promise, and you know fairies don’t lie.” 

“I don’t know that,” Ray argued, eyes still closed, head pounding. There was a shift in the air around him, and then the return of good things, raspberry and coffee and affection. 

Affection still was not strong enough. But whatever it was, Ray could have rolled in it. It was a cool cloth on the back of his neck and careful fingers across his brow. But no one was touching him. He’d scared the fairy away. He drew in a pained, shaky breath. 

“Yes, breathe me in. Just like that.” The crack in Callalily’s composure was as disconcerting as learning a fairy could pretend, as learning that this fairy was....

“That isn’t possible.” Ray opened his eyes and dropped his hands. “You’re fairy.” 

“Uh oh.” Benny was typing on his phone without looking at the screen. 

“Half-fairy,” Callalily insisted after a small, stifled squeak. “And that is no sort of answer, Raymond.” He said it stiffly, disappointed, but nothing else about his manner changed, not his anxious scent nor the flutter of his tiny wings. “You might be literally backed into a corner now, but you weren’t the first time, and it wasn’t—oh shit, what am I saying?” 

“I don’t know!” Ray snapped, baring his teeth, although, once again, Callalily seemed to have no healthy wariness with regard to wolves. “Why would I know what you’re talking about? I don’t know you!” Ray stared down at shining hair that smelled like his shampoo, and shimmering wings, and wide, sparkling eyes. The snarling anger left him, replaced with quiet confusion. “You... you can’t be mine.” 

The wings froze. 

“Two years and three days,” Callalily whispered. “Two years the first time. Now you just... say it.” He fell back a step. 

Ray ached. If he had not been in pain, he might not have spoken. “Am I making you leave already?” 

Callalily curled his hands into fists. His wings beat once. “Raymond.” 

Only Ray’s mother called him that. But Ray didn’t protest. “What happened to me?” 

Callalily made an inarticulate noise of frustration and threw up his hands. “I don’t know! We literally just found you like this.” He stopped to peer at Ray, then lowered his hands. He began to imitate someone calm again. “Okay. Just. Just keeping breathing in.” He scooted forward and held up his hand directly in front of Ray’s face, turning it to offer up his wrist to a predator’s teeth. But of course, he didn’t seem to think of Ray as a predator even though he made Ray feel like one. Callalily was not tiny, but even most humans were delicate compared to Ray, and Callalily’s wings and sparkle made it very clear that he was not entirely human. 

He smelled of caramel and hot fudge and the dry sticks of bubble gum in packs of baseball cards. He smelled of sweat and Ray’s soap and soft, soft feelings. Ray wrapped his fingers around Callalily’s fragile wrist and pulled it closer. 

The shiver that went through Callalily’s body made Ray want to lick, or hold, or bite. He cut off a growl and stood there, pained and foolish, when that sound, of all things, made Callalily’s wings move again. 

“I’m your mate,” Callalily repeated gently, with another shiver for how Ray automatically tightened his grip, not enough to bruise, but enough that Callalily should have been reminded of how much stronger Ray was, how much bigger. Maybe he was. “You can tell, can’t you? Without others around. Without them watching. It’s just us and Benny, so you know, don’t you? You recognized it right away this time. Oh, Ray. Keep breathing. Just keep breathing. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” 

Ray should have bristled. But he couldn’t even raise his head. He let his nose brush the thin skin of Callalily’s wrist. “Do you feel it? I remember....” Ray paused to frown, to feel out the shape of a memory of a lesson. “Others don’t know at first. Humans take longer to know what we know. But you aren’t human, not completely. I won’t... I won’t force you to.... What are you doing here?” 

Callalily hummed, distracted or considering his answer. “Working a case with you and Penn,” he said at last, giving Ray a shock, because no fairy should be anywhere near one of Ray’s cases. “Like we still do sometimes,” Callalily continued, apparently oblivious, though at least his tone grew cautious. “Benny?” 

“I’m Benny,” Benny responded as if that had been his cue. “Since you don’t remember me either.” Ray dragged his attention away from Callalily to consider Benny in his pressed slacks and quality sweater. “Though you seem to know your name,” Benny remarked thoughtfully. “And Penn’s. Cal, you okay? Cal.” 

“I’m here,” Callalily answered his friend belatedly, then cleared his throat. “I’m here. I’m just... yeah. You know, devastated, confused beyond belief, and aroused despite myself at how gentle he is trying to be. Pretty normal reactions where he is concerned, and yet also... he doesn’t know me.” 

“I’m sorry.” Ray swept his thumb across Callalily’s skin, then shuddered at what he’d done and tore his hand away. Callalily might like the touch, but, from his words—devastated—he clearly did not want a... want Ray. “I’m sorry,” he said again at the tiny scowl forming on Callalily’s face. What Ray’s instincts told him to do were not generally what those around him wanted him to be doing. He knew that. But one whiff of one half-fairy and he’d lost all sense. “What’s wrong with me?” 

Callalily shoved his hand right back in Ray’s face. “Ray Ray, if you say you’re sorry one more time.... Take it. Just take it! You’re the one who told me to do this if there was ever a problem, and if you knew this was a possibility and didn’t tell me, oh, the fight we are going to have. But later.” Callalily let out a long breath. “Later. Right now, we need to know what’s going on. Tell me. Tell Bens. Give us something to work with here.” 

All Ray knew was that he was in the city, that he was in an alley, and that he had a... a Callalily. 

“I’m tired.” He tensed at the admission. “Weres don’t get tired. I don’t get tired. And you—what did you call me?” 

“Ray Ray.” Callalily looked at Ray as if he knew Ray wanted to bury his face in Cal’s hair and sleep. Maybe he could see it in Ray’s “colors.” “Benny, he doesn’t even like it when I frown.” That this statement made Ray glance to Benny with a frown of his own did not seem bother Callalily, who stared at the space around Ray and then abruptly met Ray’s eyes. “That’s what I call you, sometimes. Your name is Ray, which you seem to know, but just in case: You are Ray Branigan. You’re a detective, the second being detective in Los Cerros’s history, and you are proud of that. Do you remember that much?” He widened his eyes when Ray nodded, although he could not have been surprised. “So the memory loss really was restricted. You know Penn, but you don’t know me, or Benny. And you don’t remember coming here?” He lifted his eyebrows until Ray nodded again. “Okay,” he said, sounding anything but. “Okay, that’s... not too terrible. Right?” 

“Do I like it when you call me that?” Ray did not take the offered hand or nuzzle at the undoubtedly tasty wrist. “I’m not sure I do, even if you are...” 

“If,” Callalily said, then swallowed. “If. Ah, excuse me.” He dropped his arm to his side, then hid his hand behind his back. Ray felt a low, panicked whine building in his throat. Callalily raised his head to give Ray a bright, broken smile. “I wouldn’t say you like it. It’s only that you make yourself be so serious in public that I like to distract you. I’m always surprised that you allow it, honestly. You... you allow me so much. You did, anyway. I was even permitted to see you as you never are in public. Because I—stop looking at me as though I’m going to disappear at any moment. I can’t bear that right now, too.” 

Ray could not imagine anyone attempting to tease him like that in public who wasn’t family. At least, not for something other than being a were surrounded by humans. “Are we...” 

“Yes.” Callalily answered fervently before Ray could finish the question. “Yes.” 

“There are other weres,” Ray heard himself say. “Even in the city.” 

“No, there are not,” Callalily returned fiercely. “Not for me, and not in your city, anyway. You’re the only one, Ray. The rest just pass through.” 

“This isn’t my city.” Ray couldn’t think. But he couldn’t imagine it was meant to be like this. 

“Oh, really?” Callalily scoffed, but then went silent when Benny said his name in warning. 

“You’re part fairy.” Ray gritted his teeth against the spike of pain behind his eyes. “If you’re fairy you might not want me, later. You might forget me. Don’t feel bad. I don’t want you to feel bad. You can’t help it if you leave.” 

The air seemed to be pushed from Benny’s lungs, judging from the sound he made. 

Callalily was only the beat of his heart and then a small whisper. “The things you choose to tell me.” He closed his swirling eyes. “Me forget you? Oh the irony, Raymond. Wait. Was this why you waited so long to tell me what we both already knew? The secret truth of it?” 

“Fairies don’t like sadness.” Ray inhaled deeply to give himself a moment to revel in sugar. He did not know Callalily. He would bleed for him. He would die for him. He would sleep at Callalily’s feet if Callalily allowed it. He felt like he was dreaming except for the pounding in his head and the roil in his stomach. “Fairies hate ugly things. Everyone knows that. If you leave me, don’t stay around. You won’t like me. You won’t like what I will become.” 

Callalily started to tremble. He opened his eyes and reached out to grab Ray’s hand, which he placed on his chest. “You don’t know me right now, but I knew you’d be special to me the moment I saw you—no, before then, when I first heard about you. Maybe fairies and humans don’t know things the way weres do, but we know enough. You are the shiniest creature I have ever met in my life and you make me happy.”

With no warning, Callalily’s wings picked up speed and the sparkle around him grew heavier, and for a moment, Callalily was off the ground although the air in the alley was thick with promise. Or threat. The hair on the back of Ray’s neck stood on end. He lost his breath. 

Callalily glowed green and gold. 

“Who did this to you?” he demanded, rage and power echoing through the alley. 

Then his sneakers touched the ground, and his wings slowed, and Callalily blinked up at Ray with his chest heaving. Ray could only stare back, his eyes still stinging from Callalily’s display, his thoughts jumbled with old fairy tales and the glimpse of one half-fairy’s fury. 

Fury smelled a lot like grief. 

Ray’s hand fell from Callalily’s chest when Callalily turned away to face the mouth of the alley. Ray raised his head. 

Penn rounded the corner. She looked harried but cautious, walking quickly while keeping a hand near her belt and the gun that she might actually use, unlike Ray. She seemed the same, although Ray couldn’t have said why he’d expected her to look different. He’d had coffee with her that morning, a memory he was grateful to have. Her blonde hair was short, a style she’d decided upon at the start of the summer, long enough now to curl a bit around her ears. She had on a pale blue blouse and a darker jacket, and when she stopped, close to Benny but beyond arm’s length, she was only an inch or so shorter than him. 

Ray had not heard her approach and he should have. He swiped at his ear again and Penn’s attention went from Benny and Callalily to him. She had a gaze that saw more than most and a stare as sharp as her teeth. 

“Penn.” Ray sighed in relief. 

“Oh, just trust her on sight, then,” Callalily grumbled. 

Ray placed a hand on Callalily’s shoulder. Without looking away from Penn, Callalily reached up to cover Ray’s hand with his, and then some of his tension drained away. 

Penn’s eyebrows rose. “Ray,” she greeted Ray with the same caution that had her poised for action, “Benny tells me that you don’t seem to remember anything. But you remember me? What’s my favorite kind of pizza?” 

“Penelope.” Ray huffed in distracted annoyance and disgust. “You say anchovies to annoy me. It’s actually cheese and pesto.” 

Penn let her hand fall away from her belt and came closer. Callalily made a noise and moved out of Ray’s reach and into Benny’s. He leaned against his friend and was enfolded into a hug while Ray’s eyes burned with how he stared. Then Penn was in front of Ray, pulling Ray down to her level so she could peer critically into his face and take his pulse. 

When that was over, whatever she decided, she pulled Ray down further so that she could gently bump their foreheads together. Ray closed his eyes and inhaled Penn’s familiar salt and olive oil scent. She put a hand over the back of Ray’s neck, just for a moment, and Ray sighed. 

“...Still has some pack,” Benny whispered. Ray opened his eyes and pulled away from Penn. “Now he’s frowning,” Benny observed. “Oh right, he can hear me. You two are adorable,” he added, louder. 

Ray fixed his attention on the hand Benny had in Callalily’s hair, then tore his gaze away. He accidentally met Penn’s. Hers was knowing, as usual, but not at all surprised to find Ray obsessing over the fairy. 

“All right, Cal, give it to me,” Penn said, faking calm much better than Callalily or Benny had done. 

Callalily lifted his head from Benny’s shoulder. “Um... there was probably residue when we first entered the alley, but I wasn’t looking for it because I got distracted the second I caught sight of Ray. He was... wrong... at first, and I couldn’t figure out why. It was enough to get my attention but not... um.” He cleared his throat. “He shouldn’t stay here. There might be magical traps or something. Benny and I can check it out, um, once you get him somewhere safer.” 

Ray only realized he was growling when Penn slapped a hand over his mouth. He stopped, more out of embarrassment and shock than anger. 

“Safer,” Callalily repeated firmly. “He’s... well, he said he’s tired, Penn. That’s not right. He wasn’t tired a few hours ago when we—when we had lunch.” 

“Gross,” Benny said, but absently, as if he said it a lot. 

Ray swept a look over every inch of Callalily’s bare skin searching for some sort of sign or mark that what Callalily implied was true. But if they had fucked only a few hours ago, all traces of it were gone. But then, there wouldn’t be, true or not. Not on a fairy. They healed even faster than weres. But Callalily was half-human too. Ray didn’t know what that would mean. 

“Right. You’re tired?” Penn snapped her fingers to get Ray’s attention. “Focus on me. Yes, Cal is pretty, but focus on me anyway.” 

Ray met her eyes. Penn smiled like she knew his desires, which, as a siren, she definitely did, though she never explained how. But her tone was serious. “Are you in pain? You’re making your tension face.” 

Callalily cleared his throat. “He, uh, his colors are wild right now. And...” Callalily hesitated, glancing away from Ray, “what I noticed when I first saw him? What was off? It’s, uh, the center of him is—it’s gone.” Benny resumed petting Callalily’s hair. Callalily whined a little, then lifted his head again. “But I don’t see anything hanging over him. Not that I always do, with human magic. Human spells are so varied. Ray says he’s fine but....” He waved a hand as if that meant something. 

“But he wouldn’t tell us if he wasn’t,” Penn finished, understanding Callalily perfectly, as if she knew him well. “Cal...” 

“Just take him, Penn.” Callalily’s voice cracked, but he straightened up to glance at Ray. He took a deep breath before speaking again. This time, he was resolute and strong, not a crack to be heard. “He doesn’t know me. He won’t miss me. There... there might not even be a bond anymore, no matter what he smells. I don’t know how it works for them.” 

“Cal.” Penn rolled her eyes. 

“Maybe he’ll successfully Reject it this time,” Callalily added, staring toward Ray’s chest and shoulders, anywhere but Ray’s face. 

Ray tensed. 

Callalily waved this off, too, if he even noticed it, for all his talk of colors. “Take him to the station, or, don’t be mad, Ray, but, the hospital. Have him checked out. I’ll meet you there... or outside if he... well. Oh, wait, do you still smell any magic, Ray? Aside from whatever is floating around Benny?” 

Ray didn’t give two shits about any human magic smells. “Some,” he answered shortly. “What did you mean when you said...” 

“Did you smell anything before I got here?” Benny interrupted. “I’m going to need to get my kit from the car. Maybe call some people.” 

“What does that mean?” Ray was not soothed by Penn’s hand on his arm, but he did lower his voice. “They really work with us?” he asked her, and got a pat for it. 

“Ray, I know less than you about what the fuck exactly is going on.” Penn was flat. “You know me but not him? I’m scared to ask what year you think it is.” She said that like it was a joke. Ray scowled at her. Penn was unfazed, at least until Ray asked a question. 

“We got breakfast together this morning, didn’t we?” 

Penn gave the smallest start, then shot a careful, worried glance to the other two before looking at Ray again. “Yes, we did. But maybe don’t mention that just now where Cal can hear. Let’s get you settled first.” 

Ray grunted. “I am settled.” 

“Tension face,” Penn said again pointedly. “Like that time at that retirement dinner when there was microphone feedback and you were next to the speaker and you got the mother of all headaches.” Penn studied Ray for another moment, then sighed noisily. “God, you don’t want to worry him even now, do you? Well, you can try all you like, but it won’t work. But let’s get you out of this alley, in case the Hardy Boys over there are right and there is more danger here. Callalily is good at spotting residue and Benny can untangle anything but my attempts at knitting. That’s a joke.” 

“Do you even realize how little information there is on weres in the first place?” Benny hissed to Callalily. “Much less the effect of magic on them? I mean, we only even know what we do about love spells and wolves because of what he told us, and we just took his word on that. This is hardly scientific.” 

“So we start from the ground up. That’s nothing new. Humans in charge never bother to learn what they should. It’s not like I was expecting to find the answer now,” Callalily argued. “First, the traces, if any, then to the hospital to see if there is a physical aspect. Then... I don’t know. We’ll figure it out as we go, as usual.” 

Whatever they were planning, Ray had to put a stop to it. 

“Callalily,” he called out. 

Callalily flung out a hand. “Do not. Do not call me by my full name right now, Raymond,“ he ordered with unexpected ferocity, before dropping his hand and giving Ray a look that made Ray’s eyes sting. “Just go with Penn. You trust her.” 

“I do.” Ray frowned anyway. “You’re upset.” Penn snorted. Ray frowned at her, too, before returning his attention to Callalily. “It’s not safe for you here.” 

Callalily’s expression shifted from surprise to resignation. “I’m a helpless fairy to you, aren’t I?” he wondered quietly, not seeming to expect an answer. “It’s not in your nature to leave me unprotected. There’s nothing personal in it, and yet, it remains charming. Against my will, I am charmed right now, and that is upsetting too. Fuck.” He wrinkled his nose. “Ray, just go. Maybe the human doctors will be able to help—for once,” he added, under his breath. “You’re running on instinct, perhaps even more than usual. You know Penn, and you know your instincts, and your instincts tell you to watch over the dainty little fairy. Right? Well, don’t worry about me. I heal.” 

Things hurt, but things heal. Ray’s mother used to say when he was young. All it meant to Ray now was that Callalily was in pain. 

“Cal, shut up,” Benny cut him off firmly. “You’re not helping, him or you.” 

Penn took control of the conversation with a sharp question. “Ray, what is the last thing you do recall? Coming into this alley? Anything?” 

Searching for an answer and finding only black, empty nothing was enough to make Ray snap. “I opened my eyes and I was here.” He breathed hard as the truth of his words sank in; that was all he could remember after breakfast with Penn that morning. “I was here,” he said again, softer, “and I was tired and I couldn’t breathe. My head hurt—still hurts. And then they found me, Benny and... Callalily.” 

“Your head hurts?” Callalily immediately shouted, barely allowing Benny to shush him. “You didn’t say! Penn, take him to the doctor. Is he bleeding?” 

“No,” Ray growled, because he smelled no blood. But Penn yanked him down by his tie to feel around his skull. 

“Not even a lump,” she decreed. “If that healed, the headache should go away soon, if that is the cause. Unless, of course....” 

“Unless, the cause is magic.” Benny did not sound happy about it, for a magic-user. “Magic means a lot more options to investigate instead of a jerk with a blunt object.” 

Ray would never have let anyone sneak up on him, but he shut his mouth and didn’t say that. Callalily’s wings were trembling. 

“Head wounds are odd. Even for weres, I’m sure.” Callalily insisted despite the fear shivering through him. “I could... I could make him see what happened. If the memory is there, a fairy should be able to—Oh.” He met Ray’s stare. “He’s terrified again,” he murmured, as if he wasn’t the one shaking like a leaf in a storm. “Okay. I’ll just... not go near him for a while.” 

“Why did you come near me in the first place?” Ray shot at him, a howl held inside his chest. But Callalily saw it. Swirling eyes were not like Penn’s, but Callalily looked right at Ray before he fired back. 

“Because you told me to.” 

“Stop pretending I matter to you!” Ray snarled, making Callalily’s eyes go wide. Benny gasped. 

Penn yanked on Ray’s arm, physically turning him away from Callalily. “Branigan, we’re leaving, now. You are not in control of yourself, and that alone tells me something is very wrong. You two,” she gestured crisply to the stunned pair behind them, “look for anything, anything, suspicious here.” For the first time since she’d entered the alley, Penn faltered. “I’ll... send an escort to watch over you. Someone I trust.” Her pause indicated she expected an argument but the other two were still quiet. Ray gave her a fierce, questioning look which she ignored, although she did not let go of his arm. “When you’re done with magic stuff, I’m sending in CSU.” Benny finally nodded. Callalily watched Ray, unblinking. “Then you come find us. Cal? You hear me?” Callalily twitched, before belatedly turning to Penn. Penn gentled her tone. “Whether he knows it or not, he’ll need you there.” 

Ray stiffened. 

Callalily nodded. “I know.” 

“Good.” Penn was sharp again. “Now, come on, Ray. This is protocol. You were basically injured in line of duty.” She tugged and seemed pissed when Ray didn’t budge. “Come on. Cal’s not going anywhere. He’ll be fine.” 

“It’s not safe,” Ray insisted. “Someone took down a werewolf. What can a fairy do?” 

Callalily smiled and flipped him off. “Fuck you too, Ray, my love.” 

Ray caught his breath, his growl fading when he noticed the extra sparkle in Callalily’s eyes. “You’re crying.” 

Penn pulled harder on his arm. “Cal can take care of himself. Move. The faster a doctor clears you, the faster you can see Cal again.” 

“He’s crying,” Ray snapped at her. “I’ve never seen a fairy cry.” 

“Yes, you have,” Penn replied, then extended the talons she normally hid to dig holes in Ray’s suit jacket. “Now move, Branigan.” 

Callalily turned away from him, slowly following Benny to look behind a large trash bin as though there was magic to be found there. With his back to Ray, he wiped at his eyes, just once. 

“Penn.” Ray turned to her. 

She did not soften. “You can go over there if you know how to make him feel better. If you don’t, then I suggest you do what he wants. You usually end up doing that anyway.” 

Ray exhaled through his nose. “He’s...” 

“Pack. Or he was.” Penn pulled and this time, Ray went. His head pounded with every step. 

Pack. Ray had a pack. He had.... 

“We have to find who did this,” Callalily remarked to Benny, back still deliberately turned to Ray. His skin there was unmarked as well. His wings were agitated, but that was nothing Ray couldn’t tell from his voice. 

“You know how strong he is. And he wasn’t gone for very long. That means whatever this was, if it was magic...” 

Callalily scoffed. 

Benny continued smoothly, “If it was magic, then they had to have it ready.” 

Callalily sniffled but spoke clearly. “So, aimed at him specifically? I kind of doubt a trap for any person wandering down here would erase just memories of me and you. But there’s a rabbit hole we’re not going to go down right now. We’re searching for clues. And then I am going to my... to Ray whether he wants me to or not.” 

“Cal.” 

“Benny.” 

They both went silent. Ray was worried for the moment before he realized that they likely knew each other well enough to have a conversation without words. 

Then Penn marched him out of the alley and into a wider space, with lines on it to mark places for cars to park, although it didn’t look like anyone had parked there in a long time. The delivery entrance to a probably closed business had graffiti of two fairies fucking on the door. It was fairly well done. The artist had even used glitter. 

“Are we in the fairy village?” Ray wondered, straining to hear Callalily’s heartbeat. 

Penn stopped short to face him. “Okay. I need you to pull it together. Just for right now. Word will get out, but for now, I need you to be composed. I need you to be intimidating and silent until we’re in the car, okay?” 

Ray could feel his eyebrows draw together, but he nodded. He was always composed around others, around humans. “It was only....” 

“It was Cal. I know.” Penn stretched up to briefly cup Ray’s cheek. “And you’re in pain and you’re scared. But they won’t understand, and they’ll—just keep it together until we get to the car.” 

She resumed walking, unobtrusively leading Ray because he had no memory of where to go. But the chatter grew louder, and then the flash of a camera light nearly blinded him as they turned onto a sidewalk and into the street. 

Two uniformed officers were standing at the nearest corner, hands on their belts, already turned in their direction. Ray didn’t know them by name, but Penn must have asked them to stand there since they weren’t near everyone else. Penn nodded to them without slowing down or releasing Ray’s arm. If she greeted them aloud, Ray didn’t hear. City smells hit him, more obvious than before, more about people than garbage. Sweat and cars and bus exhaust. A hundred apartments with cooking food, and somewhere not far away, either a liquor store or a bar. 

A bar, Ray realized, staring blankly at small side streets full of tiny apartments whose windows and fire escapes were decorated with ribbons and cheap lawn ornaments and wind chimes. He was in the village, not far from Mami’s, a local icon, and in front of him was some sort of crime scene. 

Part of the street had been blocked off by tape and groups of officers standing around, although the humans and beings on the other side of the tape were not pressing forward. There were several cars with their lights still flashing blue and red parked outside the perimeter. A lot of cars, although Ray couldn’t see what warranted this many. A photographer was working. CSU was walking in and out of a building just off the street, which was also guarded. Investigation didn’t imply active danger. 

Ray winced away from all the noise but sniffed the air again, which smelled of cooking onions and grease, and tires, and something chemical from the building being investigated. And something sweet. Something like pears. 

He turned, looking back to the alley they’d come from. The two officers watched him and Penn steadily, one of them nodding while on his phone, but Callalily wasn’t anywhere near. 

“You have your weapon?” Penn asked quietly, still leading Ray away. “Phone?” 

“Yes.” Ray reached into his pockets to make sure the phone was there and undamaged, touched something crinkly instead. He pulled out two old-fashioned, striped, wax paper bags. One held a candy necklace and a candy ring wrapped in hard plastic. The other was full of pear drops. 

He tucked the bags away again and nodded absently when someone greeted them as they passed. 

Either Ray carried candy to please his... to please Callalily, or Callalily had put it there. Ray made a rumbling sound and Penn reached back to smack him lightly. 

“The car,” she reminded him pointedly. “Cal later.” 

The others should know him. Should know what Ray had forgotten. But Ray worked his jaw and nodded again, dropping his shoulders as they walked closer to several patrol officers. The officers still had to look up to meet his eye, but not as far. 

Behind them, still behind the tape, were the residents of the village, human and otherwise. Ray saw pointed ears and one or two very large figures, one with skin of green and brown. Several of those watching were also holding up their phones, steadily recording the scene until an officer would notice them and shout something. It didn’t stop them recording, but it did make most of them step back. 

Ray frowned while Penn stopped to whisper to someone about the alley half a block down, but looked over the older officer that Penn trusted enough to send to watch over Callalily and Benny. Hardell was his name. Ray remembered that with perfect clarity. Hardell glanced to Ray, but nodded grimly and started off in the direction of the alley. 

Penn’s car was ahead. Across from it, on the opposite of the intersection, was the plaza, one of the original social centers from the town’s early days. It had a fountain that had been slightly modernized in the 1990s to be more artistic than practical, and behind that was the wall with the mural of a creature on it. The Beast, it was often called, although Ray had always just thought of it as a big cat, or something catlike.  

He and Penn were in the part of town at the start of the fairy village, or what had become the fairy village in past decades, although the overlap with Old Town made that distinction artificial. It was not a bad neighborhood, but it was not an area that saw the same investments as the rest of the city. Back in the ‘80s, before that small effort with the fountain, it had been known as a fairly seedy district. Of course, that had been mostly for bigoted reasons. And, cut off from the rest of the city’s resources, the residents of this area had done the best with what they had. The human, mostly white, wealthier residents of Los Cerros had still been more than happy to visit the village when they’d wanted a good time. 

Ray could almost recall the sound of someone telling him that story, but then the wisp of a memory was gone. 

Some of those in the crowd had started to watch him. Ray realized he’d stopped, and stepped after Penn as she unlocked the car. 

“Will he...?”

“Get in the car, Ray.” 

He bared his teeth at her. 

Penn bared hers right back, then huffed. “He’ll find you, Ray. And even if he didn’t, you’ll find him. Ray finds Cal, always and ever. Now get in.” 

Head aching, Ray got in. 
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Chapter Two
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THE CAPTAIN in front of Ray smelled nervous. A lot of people smelled nervous when visiting hospitals, so Ray didn’t bother wondering about that when the bigger question was why the captain was there. Ray leaned more than sat on the edge of the bed in the exam room he’d been urged into after his bout of tests, and watched Captain Meyers, who was not even Ray’s captain, stiffly reassure him that the department was behind him. 

The man was in his dress uniform, which made Ray think he’d been prepared for a press conference or had been on his way somewhere else when he’d heard the news about Ray, and the department had sent him to the hospital as some sort of gesture. Though Ray didn’t understand the gesture, either. Ray wasn’t dead, and he wasn’t injured as humans would understand it. He also was not grieving a loss, not exactly, but since Captain Meyers hadn’t mentioned anything of that nature, Ray didn’t think that was the reason for this visit. 

Meyers’ attention darted from Ray to the door every once in a while, as though wondering if he could make it out before the were could reach him. Ray and Meyers were not close, but the man should have known enough about Ray to behave better. 

Unless he was here to check to see if Ray was in his right mind. 

Which was the reason Ray had not stood up to finish getting dressed, since he would have towered over the man, and was letting Meyers go on about department resources without pointing out that he already knew all of that. 

Outside the exam room, several officers were gathered in the hall. The room next door had a kid who had somehow gotten a quarter down his windpipe without asphyxiating, and two doctors were quietly debating how best to deal with it while the kid watched a cartoon. Penn had left Ray to get dressed, which was when Meyers had appeared. 

Ray briefly missed his old captain, Murphy, who would not have been nurturing in a moment like this, but at least would have left Ray alone to dress in peace and would have spoken quietly—once reminded—to spare Ray any more headaches. 

“Your... were healing seems to have taken care of you.” Meyers stumbled over the word were. Ray regarded him impassively until the man went on. “Nevertheless, protocol is for you to be cleared by a doctor as well as a psychologist.” The doctor who had been attending to Ray had disappeared with Ray’s test results and x-rays a while ago. She’d taken some of Ray’s blood, leaving Ray to idly wonder if human scientists had learned how to screen for magic in blood forensically, if such a thing was possible. If they had, they almost certainly hadn’t studied it in werewolf blood. “It will be costly to lose you, but we are seeing to your current caseload.” Which seemed fast, but Ray had difficulties with time in a building like this, in rooms without any windows. His tests had taken hours, for no clear reason. A few of the techs had smelled of fear. Ray’s eyes, it seemed, were giving away Ray’s thoughts when he overheard jokes about how he should see a veterinarian, or when someone out in the hall had a quick heartbeat but not the right heartbeat. 

“It is regrettable, but it is necessary,” Meyers continued, although he had said that before at some point. “An attack of this nature—” 

Meyer’s voice cut off. Ray directed his suddenly fierce gaze elsewhere. A poster on the wall described the symptoms of the flu and advised humans to get vaccinated. Ray idly pondered if the aching bones and exhaustion of the flu were anything like what he was feeling. 

“An incident of this nature,” Meyers began again, cautiously, “will not be tolerated. This was obviously the work of some magical degenerate in the village with no respect for us, and we—you’re certain you remember nothing?” 

For the second time, Ray shook his head no. Then he swung his attention back to Meyers, hoping his eyes were a respectable-to-humans blue and not the too-bright blue of an animal in the dark. 

“Good. Good. I mean, that’s fine enough for now. If you do remember something, be sure to tell whoever we assign to the case.” Meyers gave Ray a wide smile and stepped back toward the door right as it opened. 

The noise from the hall was briefly louder; rubber-soled shoes on a polished floor, elevators arriving, machines beeping, gossip and whispers, They’re attacking even a were now. Shows you how little they respect anything. Then Penn stepped into the room, her eyebrows flying up to see the captain there. She had packets of food and a water bottle in her hands and then suddenly a polite expression on her face instead of surprise. 

She was alone. Ray had known she would be. He hadn’t heard anyone else. 

“Ah, Detective Del Mar.” Meyers probably smelled of relief, which still would have been better to Ray’s nose than disinfectant, plastic, and various sanitizers. Penn reeked of hospital ventilation instead of fresh air, which meant she hadn’t left the hospital grounds in her time away. “You’ll keep an eye on him, won’t you? Make sure he listens to those who know best and sticks to his rest days?” 

Penn flicked a look to Ray, then smiled without showing teeth. “Were you on your way to some bigwig’s event? How thoughtful of you to stop in.” 

Meyers nodded quickly. “We were sure he’d pull through. Remarkably tough. He will doubtless recover in no time at all.” 

“Doubtless,” Penn echoed with the veneer of politeness that Meyers must have wanted. He nodded again, reached over as if to pat Ray on the arm, then drew his arm back and nodded one more time before leaving the room. 

Ray wouldn’t have said Meyers hurried, but he did not move slowly. Nonetheless, he paused a few yards down the hall to talk with the officers gathered there. Ray didn’t know any of those officers by name, and they must not know him, or they would have better guessed Ray’s range of hearing. 

“What was that?” Penn brought Ray’s attention back into the room. 

Ray shifted enough to use his claws to slice through the plastic hospital bracelet at his wrist, then dropped the bracelet into a wastebasket. “I don’t know. Did this make the evening news?” It was the only reason he could think of for that kind of visit; someone worried about what to say to the press. 

“Sort of. Nothing specific. Your name wasn’t even mentioned, which is a miracle of some kind, I’m sure.” Penn handed over the bottle of water. “Drink. Headache any better?” 

Ray shrugged as he accepted the bottle. He drank its contents in a few swallows, then put that in the trash as well since there was no recycle bin. On his own, in a somewhat quiet room, the pain was no longer as overwhelming, but he could still feel it, and he was still tired. 

“I will translate that shrug as ‘I don’t feel great, but at least I’m not vomiting anymore.’” Penn narrowed her eyes, but handed over one of the packets next. Plain potato chips. Ray ate them without tasting much more than salt. When he finished the first tiny bag, Penn handed him the second, which he also finished in moments. The last meal he could remember eating had been that morning with her. Penn didn’t seem satisfied until Ray had finished every crumb, and even then, she was worried. “Well, food might help at least.” She sighed and glanced over the room before crossing her arms. “What did the captain say?” 

“I wasn’t listening,” Ray lied, and wondered if it showed in his colors, and if colors were like what Penn saw. “They’re worried,” he added, more honestly. 

He didn’t know what to make of Penn’s small pause. “About you?” 

Most humans weren’t even sure that weres felt pain. Ray neatly disposed of the rest of his trash. “I’m fine.” 

“Hmm.” Penn didn’t add anything else. 

Ray met her eyes. “They could have killed me in that alley, whoever it was. I was unconscious, I think. I don’t know for how long. They could have, and they didn’t.” Callalily’s suspicions were clear in his mind as well. “The others outside think beings did this. They think it could have been aimed at any one of them.” But beings had their own magic, and, as far as Ray knew, did not need to use the kind of spells humans did, if they even could. All the weres Ray knew of tended to avoid it. Human magic smelled off. Undefinable. Itchy. 

Penn showed real surprise. “Is that what Meyers said?” 

“No. ‘The Department is behind me,’” Ray quoted blandly. 

“I’d rather they were in front of you.” Penn clucked her tongue. “You still look pale. I’ll get you some more food while you finish getting dressed. Not that I don’t love to see you shirtless, Ray.” 

“Penn.” Ray stopped her with her hand on the door. He cleared his throat. “Can you tell me why Murphy left?” He lowered his voice, though no one but another were could have heard them in this room. “I don’t seem to remember.” 

Several things went through Penn’s expression, alarm and worry and then confusion or anger. “Mostly because of his health.” That mostly seemed to be hiding something else. But Penn finally smiled. “Get dressed. I’ll be right back.” 

Ray took a deep breath once the door had shut behind her. The disinfectant made his stomach turn, or perhaps that was because he was alone for the first time in hours and there was nothing to prevent him from the realization that he had been attacked. He should have been dead, and he wasn’t. Instead, he was sick, or at least weak, and sometimes, for no reason he could name, he found a blank space in his mind instead of knowledge. 

He looked down at the hair on the backs of his hands, human in appearance, ordinary, dark against pale skin. Yet he didn’t know what his eyes were doing. 

Ray did not lose control in front of humans. Not that he could remember, anyway. 

There were consequences for seeming too wild around humans. Rules that were bullshit but necessary, at least to live in a city, to do what Ray did. 

Sometimes I think you do what you do because.... 

Callalily had not finished the thought, had probably forgotten it within seconds. 

Callalily. Cal, to Benny, to Penn. Callalily was the name he had given to Ray. 

Faithfulness, Ray recalled again, just that scrap of information of nothing else. Not even how a real calla lily might smell. 

Meyers had not mentioned Callalily. Ray frowned as he reached for his undershirt. Ray had given a statement at the station, bare bones but accurate to the best of his awareness. He had woken up on the ground in an alley, compromised and unwell, and had been discovered by two associates of the department. The officer taking his statement had known Benny and Callalily; he’d fidgeted at their names. They all must have known who Callalily claimed to be, what Penn seemed to think he was, what Ray’s senses wanted him to be. 

But they had not said a word about him to Ray. Neither had Meyers. Not even the sort of “How’s the wife?” crap that some of the gay humans put up with. 

The doctor had only made a notation with a question mark after it, then insisted Ray needed to rest. 

Callalily himself, despite his claims, was not here with Ray or outside in the corridor. 

Ray was not supposed to have a... was not supposed to have anyone. He had never expected to. That it would be a flighty fairy, sweet-smelling and sad, was a surprise Ray could not seem to process in a sterile hospital room. But he could imagine how it was based on this alone. Ray did not have what Penn or Benny thought he had. Ray had a Callalily, who cared for him and apparently slept with him—but the fairy was not Ray’s. Not in the way a were wanted. 

Maybe the others were being polite by avoiding the subject. Maybe the spell in the alley had been someone’s idea of a gift. 

But that wasn’t something anyone in the village would think. That was something a lot of humans would say, on talk shows or in asides at a bar, with a wink when they told stories about visiting strip clubs. Fairies were for fucking, nothing else. 

“Didn’t think anything could hurt him.” 

Ray lifted his head to better listen to the voices down the hall. The officer speaking had said that before, after watching Ray and the doctor pass. Ray didn’t understand why she was there, why any of them were there for this long. This was not a situation where someone had been seriously hurt. Ray didn’t need the protection and he doubted they were offering any with the way they spoke of him. 

“Nothing did,” one of the others answered, husky-voiced and tired. “He’s fine. All they did was remove something, like a mole.” 

There were several comments offered at once. Ray was not certain all of them were said by the officers lingering near a row of chairs, but he assumed so. 

“Shows you how wrong shit on TV always is.” 

“I thought he’d go Cujo on us for sure. That’s what they say.” 

“Right? I thought they’d have to put him down.”

“Now, I wouldn’t mind it being attached to me for a while—by the mouth.” That, apparently, was added, in case anyone misunderstood. 

“Yeah,” someone else agreed, “but you don’t take it home.” 

“Guys,” one of them spoke up, someone who had been mostly quiet this whole time, “some of you worked with his dad. Come on.” 

The mild objection was readily dismissed. “Yeah yeah. But he wasn’t such a smart ass.” 

“He made the same mistake. Though at least his fairy knew when to fuck off.” 

Ray turned away from the door as if that would help. The kid in the next room was giggling, oblivious to the doctors’ concern. Ray’s doctor was talking to someone else down at the nurse’s station where Ray wouldn’t have been able to hear him if Ray hadn’t been stretched thin, listening for a sound that wasn’t there. 

“I don’t know. Weres don’t usually have problems for us to solve. There’s no sign of damage in his x-rays. His pupils look fine, you know, considering. The headache, the claimed memory loss, might be psychological. I mean, he should be going nuts right now. I would be. But other than a little instability in his shifting—” 

“So you have no idea,” her colleague summed up. “Not that I expected a soap opera to be factual, but it’s disappointing to find out a werewolf is fine after losing their mate.” 

Ray looked up, blinking, as the door opened and suddenly Penn was in front of him, snapping words that sounded vicious while she tore open drawers until she found packs of bandages. She opened several of them before wiping at the bloody mess Ray had made of his palms. 

His claws had come out. His hands had been clenched. 

He hadn’t noticed. 

“They’ll heal,” Ray assured Penn quietly, pulling back and taking over the task of mopping up blood. “Sorry. I don’t... I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 

But he could guess now. If what everyone thought, and what Ray’s instincts said, was true, than Ray had suffered a loss. Just not the one people had expected. Because he’d never really had Callalily. That wasn’t supposed to be possible, either, but what did Ray know? The only weres he’d been around while growing up had been his small family in a human suburb, and Ray was, as Callalily had pointed out, the only were in Los Cerros. 

Penn glared up at him, her eyes wet, then huffed and turned away. She’d dropped two candy bars on the floor to come tend to him, but she picked them up now and tossed them onto the bed. 

Ray cleaned up and swept the bandages and wrappers out of sight before facing her again. It was more obvious now that she was worried. He handed her one of the candy bars, which she took with a sigh and then opened it. He reached for his shirt and was tucking it in by the time she finished her chocolate. 

He hesitated over the necktie, finally stowing it in a pocket. 

“We’ll visit a hand-washing station or something on the way out.” Penn broke the silence, calm once more. “But when we’re around the others, try to hide the blood on your shirt.” 

Ray knew how to behave around humans. Penn was aware that but stressing it anyway. He put on his coat while watching her. “Do they think this has incapacitated me? In a career-ending way?” 

“How do weres usually react to—” Penn stopped, glancing to Ray’s hands. “Eat your snack.” 

A snack was not enough, should not have been enough. 

“I’m not hungry,” he said anyway, making Penn’s lips curl. 

“You’re always hungry.” But she tipped her head back in exhaustion and maybe to keep an eye on him, so Ray dutifully ate the candy bar in two bites. “You want to tell me what happened now? Or do I have to guess?” 

Ray stared. 

She regarded him knowingly. “You were expecting to see him with me.” 

Ray was not going to ask how she knew. “Why should he be here?” he wondered instead. Penn’s snort said more than words could. “Nobody likes hospitals,” Ray added. Especially not fairies. 

“Pretty sure you proposed in one,” Penn announced casually, too quick and sharp not to notice Ray’s start. “Well, in your emotionally stunted, wolfy way. No, you’re not married,” she said a moment later, the corners of her mouth turning down at whatever she saw when she looked at Ray. “That is actually part of the reason he’s not here right now. Human laws, human rules.” 

“He’s...” Ray ended the growl that rose in his throat. Rules wouldn’t have stopped him. Not for something like this. Not for Callalily in a hospital room somewhere. Callalily was half-fairy. He could be hurt, and seriously, likely much easier than a full fairy could be. 

“Ray.” Penn came over to fix Ray’s shirt collar, forcing Ray to bend down. “Rules are less Cal’s concern at the moment. Or ever. He probably would have snuck in despite not technically being your family—don’t snarl.” Ray clenched his jaw. Penn fixed one of his shirt buttons then glanced up once, curious. “He says he would be here, but that you wouldn’t want him to be. Not with all of the others around.” 

Ray looked toward the door, then met Penn’s eyes. 

Penn was so tired. 

Ray swallowed his questions, asked another, simpler one. “Can we go now?” 

“Oh yeah.” She perked up. “Now that the human doctors have done all they can, we’re moving on to other sources.” She opened the door to wave Ray through. 

The moment he stepped out, the conversation between the officers by the chairs stopped. 

“There he is!” one of them called out, as though Ray needed a cheerleader. 

They were all uniforms. No detectives. Ray glanced to Penn, but she kept walking, smiling her most polite smile that also told people to get out of her way, which they usually did. 

“Here I am,” Ray said dryly, the pounding behind his eyes getting stronger at the mingled colognes and deodorant and stale coffee scents coming off them. He didn’t mean to smile, to show a hungry hint of fang, but he knew he did. “Thank you for your concern. I’ll be sure to mention it to Callalily.” 

Penn made the tiniest sound, objection or surprise or warning, but she didn’t stop walking, so Ray didn’t either. She jerked her head toward a restroom and then paused, so Ray ducked inside to wash his hands, and emerged to find the corridor bustling with activity but the officers still quiet, watching them. 

Watching Ray. 

“I don’t know any of them, not by name,” Ray remarked as they stopped in front of the elevators. It occurred to him that his memory might not be reliable in this. “Do you?” 

“One or two.” Penn’s answer didn’t help him. 

Ray frowned, first at his shoes, then back down the hall. “Were they here in case I went feral?” It would take a lot to subdue him. Tranquilizers, many tranquilizers, would have done a better job than several officers not used to working as a team. If Ray had been out of his mind, he would not have held back, and not even a few bullets would have stopped him, not unless someone had very good aim. 

But he had never done such a thing, never even come close, and he hadn’t done anything to make anyone think he would. 

He swallowed. His throat was dry despite the water. Penn was carefully not saying anything. 

Ray stuck his hand into his pocket, crinkling the wax paper bags. The scent of sugar and pears drifted up to his nose. He pulled in a breath. 

Penn reached over to take his other hand and squeeze it before letting go. Yes. 

Ray had too many things to think about it to let himself contemplate the humiliation of being subdued in public, or the suspicious whisper that said none of those officers were likely trained in anything like that, and would have found a faster, easier, deadlier way to resolve the situation. 

The elevator doors opened to show an empty carriage. Ray and Penn got on. Ray waited until the doors closed again. “They know what he is to me, but that’s how they speak of him?” 

Penn didn’t ask what they’d said, or which ‘he’ Ray meant. She tilted her head toward Ray, waiting. 

“And I let them?” 

Penn snorted, then gave Ray a chiding look. “There are more of them downstairs,” she said a moment later, offering a reason for her silence and telling Ray to be patient. “Hang on. You’re almost there.” 

“Almost where?” Ray raised his head, but the doors chimed and then swept open, and they were on the ground floor, where the hospital ventilation mingled with the fresh air coming in through the entrances. Ray stepped out before Penn could, giving her room, and scanned the area, ignoring the people around him who were startled by, or appreciative of, his size. 

The hour was late, regular hospital services were closed or closing. The information desk was empty of staff. The smell of dusty pills and more antiseptic—a pharmacy—was down another hallway that was still full of people. 

Ray turned his head, distracted by artfully arranged greenery in an atrium and then the sweet scents coming from an abandoned coffee cup on one of the seats nearby. A wave of fresh, much cooler air hit him, bringing with it apples and jellybeans and old-fashioned vanilla cream wafers. 

He stopped. Penn kept walking, shooting him an amused look. After another moment, he followed. 

There were more voices up ahead, near the source of the fresh air. Not shouting, but not the low-voiced conversation Ray expected in the non-emergency parts of a hospital. The words bounced off the walls and the shiny floors. 

“Your little glamour finally wear off or...” 

A distant ambulance siren drowned out the rest of the sneering words, yet Callalily’s reply was crisp and clear. 

“There you go saying I’d need a glamour when you are standing there right now choking for fairy sparkle. Gagging really.” 

Penn started to walk a bit faster. 

“What did you just say?” The first speaker was no longer sneering. 

“You guys love to pretend that you don’t know what I’m talking about.” Callalily sounded bored. Ray very much doubted he was. “And yet, you get a glimpse of me or Ray—or me and Ray—and you light up like neon signs that spell out ‘horny for beings.’ Ooh, wait, Benny, go back to that last cat video.” 

Ray and Penn turned a corner into the main lobby in time to see several uniforms and plain-clothes detectives looming over Callalily and Benny, who were standing close together by the automatic doors, peering at each other’s phones. 

One of the detectives took a step toward Callalily and Penn coughed loudly, drawing everyone’s attention to her and then to Ray behind her. 

Callalily jerked his head up and met Ray’s stare. His eyes widened. 

“What’s going on?” Ray growled it and then took a breath that did nothing to ease the tightness in his chest. That only went away when the sneering detective fell back and several of the other officers scattered to different parts of the lobby, suddenly occupied with different matters. 

If Ray or Cal were human, and in particular, if Callalily were a human wife, they would have been sitting with him, bringing him tea or coffee. Ray had seen them do that many times. 

He didn’t look at their expressions for more than a second. One or two of them dared to look betrayed by Ray’s brief show of temper, though Murphy would have behaved worse when he’d had heartburn and been unable to drink coffee. 

Ray stopped at the edge of the no-slip carpet leading to the doors. 

Callalily appeared to be untouched. Perhaps there was enough human in him to make pretending easier. He still hadn’t put on a shirt although the air coming in through the doors was cold. He watched Ray study him, then leaned his head slightly to the side, in the direction of some of the detectives. 

“I’ve been dealing with this shit my whole life. You guys never say anything new.” His wings were beating fast. He only seemed indifferent. He was on alert as much as Benny was. A fairy shouldn’t have to learn how to hide that. Neither of them should have had to learn that, or been so alarmed in the first place. 

“Anyway,” Callalily added, louder, “you’re all pretty anxious, so you’d think you’d want to talk to the big man himself.” 

Ray was big. He felt bigger, almost a giant, when so many of them turned to him. They hadn’t meant him to hear their earlier conversation. They hadn’t expected him to growl. 

“I’m fine,” he said anyway, addressing the room and Callalily’s wide eyes. “Magic can’t stop a were.” 

Penn made an unhappy noise in her throat. Ray’s stomach turned again. 

“Damn straight,” one of the detectives, Ballard, agreed. “We’re tougher than that.” 

“He’s tougher than that,” Benny murmured into his hand, perfectly audible to Ray. “You’re wearing body armor in a hospital.” 

“Right?” Callalily whispered back to his friend. “Spend a million bucks on ballistic vests but learning how to counter spells or even wearing a little safety charm would be too being, or something. Tsk. Anyway.” Callalily looked straight at Ray again. “Magic can stop a were, just, apparently, not one in macho mode. Posturing asshole,” Callalily added, this time for everyone. “He could be bleeding out and he’d just get more stoic.” 

“Surprised you’re not leaping into his arms, as usual, if you’re so worried. Oh, that’s right,” Wexler, a newer detective, piped up, “because you’re not—” 

“You know,” Penn was bland as milk, “if I were you, and I wanted to piss off someone with a lot more years of service behind them, like me, or Ray here, I would keep talking. However, if I were worried about my career—among other things—I would shut the hell up.” 

“First rule is not to get involved in someone else’s marriage,” Ballard offered helpfully. Ray scowled at him, at the younger detective, at Penn, until Benny’s voice abruptly cut through the room. 

“Ray’s had a long day and probably wants to go home now.” 

“Typical policy of noninterference whenever it suits them,” Callalily grumbled, not quietly. “What are they even doing here?” He turned his back on the lot of them without another word, then walked outside. Benny shot a glance to Penn but followed his friend. 

It was probably a reasonable question. Ray would’ve asked it himself if he hadn’t been so tired. They were treating Ray’s memory issue like a minor injury, merely routine, and yet they were here, and so many of them. 

“Need to get some food in him,” Penn explained to someone, on her phone but also looking around the room. She put her hand to Ray’s back and lightly shoved him toward the doors. “Then yes, they have him out for the next few days. Thank you guys so much for your concern. I’m sure the captain will keep you updated. I said to keep it together, Ray,” she murmured that last part the moment she and Ray were both on the steps leading out of the hospital. 

Ray said nothing. 

Outside, the sun had set, but the drop-off area and the sidewalk were well-lit. Callalily and Benny were at the top of the wheelchair ramp. Benny gave Ray and Penn a small wave. Callalily was staring over toward the entrance to the Emergency Room. 

“How bad does your head hurt right now?” Penn prodded, undoubtedly noticing Ray’s wince at the sound of another ambulance siren. 

Ray didn’t mean to be terse, but the wailing siren was painful. “It comes and goes.” 

“How tired are you?” she pressed. 

“Enough to growl at a room full of his esteemed colleagues,” Callalily remarked snippily. He turned to address Penn. “What did the doctors say?” 

“That I don’t feel pain,” Ray answered, bringing all of their attention to him. He blinked, surprised that he’d said it. 

“What?” Callalily asked, then was suddenly closer if not louder. “What?” 

Ray hadn’t expected to see outrage on Callalily’s pretty face. “That they don’t know,” he explained. “It’s ‘probably mental.’ I’m supposed to rest.” He gritted his teeth at the far-off sound of yet another siren. At least the air smelled cleaner out here. It would smell even better once the fog rolled in and the sea air washed away some of the exhaust and gas fumes. Ray breathed in before focusing on Callalily. “Thank you for coming to see me,” he offered, and had no idea why Callalily would flinch. “What did they say to you in there before I showed up?” 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
R. COOPER





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





