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Content Warnings

	This book references and depicts several sensitive and potentially triggering topics to varying degrees. While I am thrilled you want to read this book, remember that your own wellbeing comes first.

	The following topics are referenced by characters or described in limited detail:

	 

	
	
- Racism (real)


	
- Homophobia


	
- Religious prejudice (real)


	
- Suicidal ideation


	
- Historical murders of queer people


	
- Bondage


	
- Relationship power imbalances




	 

	The following topics are depicted or discussed in moderate or graphic detail:

	 

	
	
- Transphobia (misgendering)


	
- Racial prejudice/supremacy (fictional)


	
- Ableism (real)


	
- Eugenics


	
- Religious prejudice (fictional)


	
- Fascism


	
- Child abandonment


	
- Blood


	
- Gun violence/murder


	
- Mass murder (including children) via arson


	
- Children witnessing violent parent death


	
- Teen with PTSD & panic attacks


	
- Scars (including human branding)




	 


Prologue

	03 September 1588

	This morning, I saw a portal for the first time. It was as though a knife rent the air like a butcher, giving way first to the stench of London and then the sight of it.

	I noted to Master the city looked much changed from my departure with Sir Grenville two years ago. She told me it had not changed so much; rather, the London we gazed upon through the open wound was not the London I knew but its counterpart in the realm where I now reside.

	Thirty-seven new souls passed through the portal. Among them, the first children I have seen in this realm. I am surprised by how human tarra they appear. I suppose I should not be, as the men and women of their kinds bear little differences from those of mine.

	Master does not always meet new arrivals in person, and she never brought me with her before today. She instructed me to unbutton my shirt before the portal opened. I understood she wished my brand to be visible, but not why. I asked her, but she did not answer until we were again alone in our carriage.

	Most of the new arrivals are of a clan of shifters from Scandinavia. They have a strong dislike of tarras and a stronger dislike of vampires other than Master. I have learned enough in the two years since Master found me to understand her meaning. The mark she burned into my chest four months ago was always meant more for my protection than any other reason. A tarra in this realm who does not carry proof of claim is a life forfeit, and the scar I bear is not a token easily lost or a limb easily removed.

	Master drank little from me tonight, and when I asked what troubled her, she laughed as one does when a child startles upon learning for the first time what their elders take for granted (a needle will prick, fire will burn, and so forth). She told me the clan’s leader called the settlement Elizaby, and she does not care for it. I observed that any name she chose instead would be accepted by them, as it is their reverence for her that brings them here.

	She did not speak again for some time, and the little blood loss had still tired me. I was half in sleep when she asked my family name.

	It was a small shock and caused me great confusion. In two years, Master has not once inquired about such things. I told her I had known my father very little and liked the Englishman less, and I would be glad to leave his name in the ruins of that damned colony I had been left to rot in.

	She asked my mother’s name, and I told her it was Aíbinn, but I had not known her, for she had died in childbirth. “A good Irish name, like your own,” was all she said of it.

	 

	 

	04 September 1588

	Master brought me back to the settlement. Halfway down from the estate, she called the driver to halt and instructed me to step out and pick up a nut. I do not know the names of these trees nor what nuts fall from which branches. I chose the closest to my feet.

	It took little time for a crowd to gather, but Master waited until the shifter clan’s leader was among their number. She spoke first in English, then repeated her words in what I assume to be the Scandinavians’ language.

	“In honor of a woman who gave me a great gift, I name our new home Aíbinndalr.” She dug a shallow hole with her boot, then held up the nut. “This marks its heart.” Then she placed the nut in the hole. After she covered it with the freshly disturbed soil, she took a small knife from within her coat and drew it over her palm to spill her blood onto the earth.



	



	 

	420 years later…

	 


Chapter 1

	Tashi McNulty stood under the stream of hot water longer than she had planned to. She didn’t like spending more time than necessary within the city limits. Too many people, even if the city in question was half-abandoned. 

	Half might have been a stretch, but the buildings that had sat empty since before she moved to the Maryland mountains thirteen years ago made the whole place feel more like a shell of a city than a place rich in history. Horrible history, but history all the same.

	People were one thing, though. Even with her sixth sense of being able to perceive anyone in a fifty-foot radius, the worst she got was a headache. The person who loitered outside the public showers was going to bestow much worse. Guilt, mostly.

	How does she even know I’m in here?

	If Tashi didn’t know better, she would’ve thought her best friend had put a tracking spell on her at some point.

	She turned off the water with reluctance that quickly turned to regret when the February chill the steam had kept at bay crept past the cheap curtain. She shivered as she grabbed the towel hanging outside the stall and quickly dried off, then dressed in the clean, long-sleeved shirt and sweats she’d shoved to one side of her small duffle, the bloodied ones from the early morning’s work shoved to the other. She crammed her towel and toiletries in with them and zipped it up. She dug her feet into the shoes she kept loosely tied and pulled on her coat.

	Tashi paused at the sinks before leaving the building to look herself over in the mirror. She didn’t usually fuss about her appearance, but she wanted to mentally prepare for how much her friend was going to fuss over her. Her short silver hair was still damp, and the fluorescent lights brought out more of the yellow than green in her eyes. It also gave her freckled, fair skin a sickly look, which was only marginally offset by the remaining flush from the hot shower. The shadows under her eyes weren’t too bad, but they were visible enough. She held back a sigh, knowing there was nothing to be done about it.

	Tam Jones popped off the wall when Tashi emerged. Her soft features and round cheeks, flushed from the cold and dimpled by the triumphant smile she wore, made her look closer to Tashi’s eighteen years than her actual twenty-six. The tips of auburn bangs peeked from under her cream wool cap, and her hazel eyes were far too bright for eight in the morning.

	“Good morning!” Tam hooked her arm through Tashi’s. “Can I buy you breakfast?”

	“No,” Tashi grumbled. She started to glare at her friend, but the woman was pouting pathetically at her. “Fine.”

	As they reached the intersection of the narrow cobblestone streets, a scream split the air in the opposite direction. Tam tightened her arm around Tashi’s, but Tashi had already dropped her duffel and was wriggling out of her coat. She ignored her friend’s pleas to stop, kicked off her shoes, and hit the ground running. The cobblestones were slick with ice, but as the soles of her feet thickened and reshaped, and she fell forward onto paws instead of hands, it was hardly enough to slow her down. The cotton clothes melted into her skin with ease, save for the elastic in her sweats with its smattering of synthetic ingredients, but the mild sting around her waist was easy to ignore. Her freckles darkened and congealed into spots and rosettes, and scarcely visible hairs along her body grew in a matching pattern of thick fur that warmed her far better than any winter coat, turning the lingering dampness in her hair into an afterthought. Her spine nearly doubled in length as a bushy tail almost as long as her body sprouted out behind her, balancing her as she parkoured off buildings to get around the gawking onlookers.

	In her snow leopard fera, Tashi smelled the wolf shifters first and saw them second—one gray, one tawny. They had a man cornered against a Victorian-era shopfront, too far from the door to duck inside. Tashi doubted he was the source of the scream, considering how impassive he looked. It made her uneasy. There was none of the animal scent on him that most shifters carried. His russet irises were plenty visible, ruling out the already unlikely possibility that he was a vampire. If being hassled by the notorious wolf clan wasn’t enough of a clue, the rest gave him away.

	Tashi ricocheted off the neighboring building and landed between the witch and the wolves. Shifted, Tashi was half a foot shorter and at least twenty pounds lighter than either.

	“Fuck off,” the tawny snarled.

	“Took the words right out of my mouth,” she returned. “Don’t you have anything better to do than harass witches?”

	“Witches,” a shrill voice carried through the crowd, and Tashi forced down a rumbling groan. “Witches are weak and traitorous.” The woman approaching had wrinkled, papery white skin and dull gray hair in a tight bun. Halfmoon glasses were perched on her small, upturned nose and flat ears. Behind them, gold iridescent irises shimmered, split in the middle by slit pupils. “They are cowards,” she spoke with a deep southern drawl, “who straddle the divide between our world and the tarra world. Those who refuse to choose have chosen the latter.” The old shifter sneered as she walked closer to Tashi and the wolves. “One might say you have made the same choice, Natasha McNulty, seeing as you cavort with the worst of them.”

	The growl gurgled up in Tashi’s throat, flexed claws scraping the ice and stones underfoot. The wolves chuckled at her expense and stepped closer.

	For once, Tam had impeccable timing. Tashi sensed her friend closing in on the scene. If Tashi could have smiled in her fera, she would have. She settled for, “I’d take a step back, pups,” as a warm gust offered the only other warning before a fireball plummeted to the ground in front of the wolves.

	It was small and tame, but it was enough to make both wolves yelp and scamper back. Their heads spun around for the source, lingering momentarily on the witch behind Tashi. He held up his hands to signal he had nothing to do with it.

	“Party’s over,” Tam called over the onlookers, and they parted to make space for her. Her earlier jubilance had been replaced with an impish curl to her lips, but the smile didn’t reach her hazel eyes. She carried Tashi’s duffle over one shoulder, Tashi’s coat and shoes stuffed halfway into the bag, and tiny flames danced between the gloved fingertips of her free hand. Eyes fixed on the wolves, Tam lifted her voice for the crowd. “Or did y’all forget Tashi has saved more than one of your sorry asses from hunters over the years?”

	Tashi cringed, less at the pedestal her friend put her on and more for the response Tam had set herself up for.

	“Hunters like your partner?” the old woman’s words struck with quick precision.

	“Ex-hunter,” Tam snapped back. “Some people actually grow out of their prejudices and not deeper into them.” Fire shot from between her fingers and struck the ground between the tawny wolf and the old woman. “Go home.”

	A second passed. Two. In the third, the wolves retreated with their teeth bared, one going as far as to snarl, “Validissimus Sanguine,” with undue pride. The old woman lifted her chin with a nasally huff and strode off in another direction.

	Tam rested her hands on her hips as she watched the wolves dart around a corner and the crowd disperse. “Validissimus Sanguine,” she scoffed. “They say it like Strongest of the Sanguine applies to them.”

	The shifter it did apply to—the holder of the Vald title, won through weeks of single combat and dozens of gruesome deaths—lived on the southernmost edge of Eavandale. But the self-ordained ruler of sanguines had done little since cementing her claim. That was the part that worried Tashi. It had worried her for years, gnawing deep into the back of her mind. “We sure she’s still alive?” Tashi grumbled as she sat. “She didn’t grant us the gift of keeling over, and no one’s told me yet?” Her friend hissed her name. When Tashi looked at her friend, she made a point to linger on the woman’s pants—the only visible part of her scrubs. “Didn’t you take an oath to do no harm?”

	Tam dropped one hand and brought the other up to fuss with the tips of the auburn bangs protruding from a cream wool cap. “I make an exception for the cult who scarred my fiancé,” she replied tersely, referring to the valley’s clan of wolf shifters.

	Tashi rolled her eyes. “You two weren’t even together at the time.”

	“I’d asked him out. And he said yes.”

	“Yeah, after the Wolves fucked up a tarra bar, and you exposed yourself to save his life.”

	“It worked out, didn’t it?” Tam grinned, a far more cheery expression back in place now that the threat was gone.

	“Not that it’s any of your business,” said the man behind Tashi as he walked up to them, a touch of annoyance on his tongue as he notably avoided eye contact, “but I made my choice.” There was something familiar about him but too far out of reach to make anything of it. 

	Tashi bristled, hackles high, and Tam stepped closer to the other witch. “You might wanna reconsider that choice.” She tossed her head in the direction the wolves had taken off in. “I don’t think they got the memo or very much care.”

	The man scoffed. “I didn’t exactly have time to explain myself before kitten here jumped in uninvited.”

	“Unin—Sisters!” Tam swore to her twin deities.

	“Leave it,” Tashi sighed. She stood and shook off her own frustration. As she walked past the man, the vague feeling of recognition intensified. She shook that off, too, and carried on back the way they’d come.

	Tam took a few long strides until she fell in step next to Tashi. “I’m still buying you breakfast,” she said with a determination Tashi didn’t have the energy to argue with.

	They walked in silence through the thin morning foot traffic, Tashi making easy work of the cobblestones in her fera while Tam kept to the concrete sidewalk. Most streets were too narrow for cars, and she had never seen one in the small mountain city or its suburbs. Now and then, they might pass an old carriage bespelled to move without horses, but most people got around on two legs or four—or wings—and the occasional bicycle.

	The architecture was a hodgepodge, as it often was in the sanguine world, with sparse, scattered structures that traced back to its founding in 1589. Few questioned—at least aloud—why European tarra architecture held such influence in their world, especially outside of Europe itself. For most, it was a faint musing of a mystery that slipped out of their consciousness as quickly as it had slipped in. Those who managed to catch hold of such wonderings for more than a moment and voiced them were inevitably dismissed, laughed into silence, or met with indignation that such inquiries relied on the assumption that all the great architectural achievements throughout human history originated from tarra minds. The curiosity had little bearing on most people’s lives, though, especially in a city where the youngest foundation was nearing its first centennial. What modern architecture existed had largely been layered over the old, patching and reinforcing rather than offering something new altogether.

	The Osborne’s Butchery, where Tashi had spent the two hours before her shower hauling meat around and helping the owners set up for the day, was one of the exceptions. The shop had been owned by the same shifter family for longer than anyone really knew, even the families who had been around for several generations. They kept a corkboard behind the counter where they pinned scraps of paper documenting their favorite speculations customers came up with. It was nestled in one of the city’s oldest buildings, and the family had kept the Tudor façade well-maintained and properly restored as needed over the centuries. One of the Osborne brothers lived in the apartment over the shop with his parents, who had run the business before their sons.

	The interior was much more modern, especially by sanguine standards. From what Tashi had heard, the Osbornes had been one of the firsts to have their work and home wired when electricity had finally come to the valley. Despite the area’s history, it wasn’t populated enough to warrant the cost of an actual power plant. Instead, they shared a siphon plant with other nearby cities and towns. It wasn’t the safest job, even for a powerful and experienced witch with electricity magic, and even the most bigoted sanguines tended to tolerate them as a necessity in this day and age. Of course, plenty others were happy to live in the dark.

	The front room of the butchers’ first floor was separated from the shop itself, which could be gated and locked at night, while the anteroom remained accessible 24/7. An archway to the right appeared to open up on a heavy steel door. The air between arch and door had a mirage-like waver to it when one moved around the room in any direction, though more than fifteen or so degrees off from head-on, and the shimmer and what lay beyond gave way to a blank wall. As Tashi shifted back and quickly pulled on her shoes and coat, another patron walked in behind them and passed through the archway, opening the steel door with a button that set off a muffled buzzer and a red light mounted above the frame. There was a glimpse of an alley on the other side before the door shut again.

	“Let me just drop this in the back,” Tashi said, picking up her duffel and heading into the actual shopfront.

	The younger Osborne brother was a tall, large man in his forties whose clean-shaven face always looked out of place, given how much hair he had everywhere else. The cousin working beside him behind the counter, equally burly but with less height, shared the same wide nose, small ears, and dense brown hair. They both greeted Tashi with a nod and smile, and the cousin winked.

	So you’re the one who ratted me out to Tam. Tashi shuffled past the small line at the counter and through to the back. “Okay if I leave this here for a bit?” she asked, lifting her duffel off her shoulder. The brother nodded and returned his attention to the customer in front of him.

	She knew the Osbornes didn’t really need the help they hired her for, that they had only offered her part-time work so she could save the little cash she had for things she couldn’t barter for—like soap and shampoo. Her pride had demanded she refuse what felt too much like charity, but fortunately, her good sense had won that match.

	Tashi stuffed her duffel on the shelf in the utility closet and returned to Tam. The witch walked through the gateway first, pressing the button as Tashi followed. For sanguines and witches, passing through the near-invisible channels between the two worlds—dimensions, really—didn’t feel like much. For one, the physical space they occupied in either world was paper-thin, so it only took one step to actually be through it. One time, when Tashi was seven, she had lingered halfway in the sanguine world and halfway in the tarra world, and the line where they met tingled like the air during a thunderstorm. She had shocked herself when she touched the metal door afterward.

	The gateways, however thin, managed to filter everything but a single glimpse of the other side. After two months of living in the sanguine world, the smell of gasoline hit her hardest, and she had to stop wrinkling her nose when Tam gave her a look.

	The building on the tarra side of the gateway was a fraction as old as its Tudor counterpart, made of tan brick and concrete, but it was also owned and operated by the Osbornes as a butchery. This one was managed by the older brother and his wife, who lived with their children on the two floors above the shop.

	Tam led the way out of the alley and past the storefront. Tashi knew her friend’s favorite café was only a block away, but she still braced herself at the possibility that someone she knew might spot her.

	It had rained in the tarra world overnight, too, but it hadn’t been cold enough to freeze. As such, the café was crowded, and Tam gave Tashi a half-assed apologetic look. In her friend’s defense, Tam knew nothing about Tashi’s sixth sense, only her dislike of crowds. As much as Tashi trusted her, the witch spent too much time around people with too few degrees of separation from the local hunter cadre.

	Tashi managed to snag a corner table while Tam ordered their food. As Tashi unwrapped her reheated breakfast sandwich, she asked point-blank, “You have a name for me?”

	“Can’t I visit for other reasons?” Tam pouted, but the expression was gone as quick as it had come. She took her time peeling off her coat and unwinding her scarf. Whether intentional or conveniently timed, her necklace caught in the process, forcing Tam to take another few seconds to untangle it before answering. The sterling silver pendant depicted the profile of a Harris’s hawk in a nosedive, a small purple jade set in its forehead and another on its breast. “Have you been home since Christmas break?”

	Tashi would have liked to glare, but Tam timed the question for when she was still chewing. Once she swallowed, she muttered, “You know I  haven’t.”

	Tam picked at the edge of her English muffin. “It’s one semester. One more semester, you graduate high school, you—”

	“How many times d’you think Ansel had this conversation with me?” Tashi did glare this time. “And he isn’t the only one.”

	Her friend scowled. “So what, you’re gonna avoid home for four months?”

	“Hm. That does sound better than spring break.” Tashi’s sarcasm caused Tam’s sour expression to deepen to a comedic point, though likely unintentional on Tam’s part. Tashi took another bite of her sandwich to hide any hint of a smile she couldn’t fully contain.

	Tam’s would-be retort was interrupted by a barista calling her name. When she returned, she set down a cup in front of Tashi, which Tashi definitely had not asked for. She sniffed cautiously, and her frustration climbed at the scent of chocolate. “Did Ansel put you up to this?”

	“What? No.” Tam looked genuinely startled by the accusation. “I know you like hot cocoa. I’m trying to be nice, jeez.” She slumped back in her chair and held her latte close to her face.

	“Sorry,” Tashi muttered. “Thank you.” She took a sip of the drink more as a sign of good faith, though it did taste good.

	After a moment, Tam seemed to accept the apology and set her cup down to start on her own sandwich.

	Tashi waited until they were both done eating to prompt again, “So who do I need to save from your boyfriend’s—”

	“Fiancé’s,” Tam corrected.

	“—murderous friends.”

	The witch began scratching at her paper cup with her nails. “I’m hoping you’ll laugh.”

	Tashi growled, “Tamra.”

	“Shirley Argall.” Tam flinched in advance and with good reason.

	Tashi stopped short to gape at her friend. “Are you…are you fucking kidding me?” Only her desire to not draw attention kept her from shouting. She jabbed her thumb back in the direction of the butchery and the gateway it was built around. “That hag?”

	“She’s not a hag.” But Tam didn’t sound convinced herself.

	“You heard her, right?” Tashi lowered her voice, “You heard her little speech? ‘Witches are weak and traitorous. They are cowards who straddle the divide between our world and the tarra world.’”

	Tam lifted a brow. “Was that verbatim? How’d you remember that?”

	Tashi ignored the attempted redirect. “The woman moved halfway across the country to bask in the shadow of our esteemed leader. Why the fuck would I stick my neck out for her?”

	“It’s not about her,” Tam’s voice was quiet, her fallen expression desperate and disheartened.

	Tashi loosened up, shoulders dropping and jaw unclenching just a little. “Her grandson.”

	“He’s on the fence.” Tam looked up with a plea in her eyes.

	“He’s eighteen,” Tashi pointed out.

	“And for the past eight and a half years, he’s been living with his grandmother, a woman who thinks his father—her own son—deserved to die.” Tam stopped worrying at the cup and lowered her hands below the table. “He came by Bird’s Nest last week.”

	Tashi’s stomach flipped. A possible threat had been at her doorstep—her biggest fear about her choice to stay away so long. “Why?”

	“Wanted to talk to Ansel. As far as I know, Ansel hasn’t told anyone about what was said. Maybe the other elders, but if that’s the case, they’re all hushed. Tashi…” Tam’s voice turned pleading again. “He might not be as far gone as we all assumed.”

	Tashi sighed. “But if hunters kill his grandmother, he might as well be.”

	“You’re the one who wants to build quiet dissent.”

	I’d take loud dissent if people would fight with me. She noticed a few patrons shooting them impatient looks, so she gathered her cup and their trash. Tam took the cue and followed her out. As they headed back toward the butchery, Tashi asked, “When and where?”

	Tam bit her lip, amusement bubbling back to the surface. “You’re definitely gonna hate this.” The witch grinned as Tashi hung her head back with a groan. “Every Monday night, she goes to the senior center for Bingo.”

	“Nope.” Tashi’s head snapped up, and she picked up her pace. “Fuck that.”

	“Come on.” Her friend jogged a few steps to catch up and grabbed her sleeve. “You’re not gonna save her life because she likes Bingo?”

	“Oh, I’ll save her life. It’s the other thing I’m telling you to fuck off with.” She tugged her arm away. “I am not going”—home caught in her throat—“to Bird’s Nest.”

	“It’s in the same neighborhood.” The witch gave her an imploring look.

	“It could be across the street, and I still wouldn’t go.” Tashi tugged her sleeve away.

	“He cares, Tash.”

	A pang hit her chest and the back of her throat. As she waited for the light at the intersection to turn, she balled her hands into fists in her pockets. “I’m aware he cares.” She couldn’t keep the scratch out of her voice. “He cares so much, he won’t shut up about how I’m gonna regret dropping out.” The light turned red, and Tashi stepped into the crosswalk before the walk sign lit up. “I’ll visit after spring break.”

	“That’s it? You’re gonna ignore everyone to spite Ansel?” Tam’s anger sounded forced. “Tash. Tashi, wait!” The witch hurried to close the distance. Tashi slowed, but she didn’t look at the other woman. When Tashi didn’t break the silence, her friend did. “At least come by my place after. When you’re done saving the hag.” Tam offered a tentative smile.

	Tashi glared at her. “Is this another thinly veiled ploy to get me to meet your boyfriend?”

	“Fiancé.” Tam’s mouth widened to a grin.

	“What am I saying?” Tashi rolled her eyes. “It’s not veiled.”

	“I was hoping you’d meet him tonight, but seeing as you’re avoiding Ansel…”

	Tashi stopped and grabbed Tam’s arm, eyes wide and nose crinkled. “You’re taking him to meet Ansel? And Ansel knows? Ansel’s letting him into Bird’s Nest?”

	Her friend’s expression soured in earnest, lips pursed. “You realize I’m calling him my fiancé for a reason, right?” Tam held up her left hand, the back to Tashi, and tugged her glove off with a flourish to display her engagement ring. It was simple—a thin silver band with a purple jade the size of a pinhead. Alone, it was understated, but it matched Tam’s necklace elegantly.

	Tashi looked up, yellow-green eyes meeting hazel. “He’s a—”

	“Ex-hunter. For three fucking years.”

	“He…” Tashi remembered her surroundings and tugged Tam into the opening of an empty side street before she hissed, “He killed people. He killed our people.”

	Her friend scowled. “He’s also helped people since then.”

	“This isn’t a scoreboard, and if you think it is… It’s fucked up, Tam.” Tashi caught a glimpse of her friend’s tenacity wavering, but in another moment, it had resolidified, and Tam squared her shoulders. Tashi turned away from the witch and hurried back to the gateway on her own.

	 

	※

	 

	Bird’s Nest Cove lay far enough north from the heart of the tarra Eavandale for space to creep in between developments. The quiet cul-de-sac was lit by an antique lamppost on a round patch of grass in the center and the lights on porches and in the front rooms of its seven houses. They were sizeable homes from the ‘50s, all still within the families of their original owners. The first on the left was one of the largest, a bay window set in brick on either side of the front door. Four two-story columns supported the portico, stretching the length of the façade. The threshold was illuminated by a hanging lantern. The window left of the door was dark, while the right looked into the dining room.

	Ansel sat in one of the eight seats around the oak table, watching through the window. He had the chair out enough to cross one leg over the other, hands folded in his lap. Before him were three glasses of a Cabernet Sauvignon, the bottle between them. He wore a deep red long-sleeved shirt and khakis. An ornate pendant light cast a bright, warm glow on what was visible of his beige skin. He had turned sixty-two in September but appeared twenty years younger. His dark brown hair had only begun to gray when the loss of pigmentation halted, courtesy of being turned.

	He followed the approaching car with pupil-engulfed irises. Chimes sounded as it pulled into the cul-de-sac, one airy and unassuming, like tapping a cymbal, and the other akin to a child smashing it, if not quite as loud or prolonged. The vehicle stopped along the curb in front of his house.

	Tam waved, but Ansel focused on the white man exiting the driver’s side. He was half Ansel’s age and donned a boyish smile which, under different circumstances, Ansel might have appreciated as charming. His short, large curls had been dyed crimson a few months ago, judging from the length of dark blonde showing at the roots. He put an arm around Tam as they walked up to the front door, and then the pair were out of view, too close to the door to see from Ansel’s seat.

	Ansel waited until they knocked to rise. He pushed his sleeves up to his elbows, exposing the palm-sized tattoo on his left forearm—a portrait of a raven with an azure seven-point star in the center of its forehead and another on its breast.

	He opened the door and stepped aside so the pair could escape the freezing night. Tam watched, brow and the corners of her mouth lifted in naïve hope as she introduced the two men. Ansel shook Derek Williams’ hand, putting a touch more pressure in his grip than might be considered polite. He had no shame in the petty display. There was a slight strain in the tarra’s blue-green eyes before Ansel released him, but the younger man offered a good-natured smile.

	Ansel watched while they hung their things in the coat closet. Beneath the layers, Derek bore three jagged scars on the right side of his neck, which dipped below the collar of his navy sweater. Ansel invited them to sit at the dining table with a gesture. He pushed a glass toward each, drawing the third closer.

	Tam’s eyes narrowed on him, and she told her fiancé, “He’s putting on a front. Not the best first impressions, if you ask me. Kind of plays into not-so-picturesque stereotypes.”

	Derek responded by taking a sip. “Mm. Very nice. Not too bloody.” He set it down, fingers resting on the foot of the glass, and his amusement mellowed. “I told Tam this felt like meeting her dad.”

	“Is that so?” Ansel folded his hands back in his lap.

	“Coven elder is sorta like a parent, right?” He took another sip. “Are you going to interview me? Do I ask for your blessing?” The young man’s joviality seemed sincere but not impudent. There was an honesty in his eyes, but that made it no less inappropriate. In contrast, Tam appeared distraught at her fiancé’s behavior. Her fingers went to the stem of her own glass, sights on its contents. Through a tense, extended silence, she lifted neither.

	Ansel brought his glass to his lips. He paused, took a drink, and continued to hold it after. He tilted it around, giving the liquid the illusion of leaning as it kept up with gravity. His eyes flickered past it to fix Derek with a hard look. Whether it was Ansel’s expression or the endless depths of his black gaze or both, it had the desired effect. Derek’s mouth tightened, fingertips pressed into glass and wood. 

	“You’ve killed our kind,” Ansel stated. “You did so for seven years.”

	Tam blanched at his candor. “Ansel!” He held up a hand, and she shrunk back.

	He eyed Derek as he lowered his hand. The ex-hunter’s cheer had evaporated the moment Ansel made the objective statement. He took a sip, then asked, voice low but even, “Do you remember their faces?”

	“Most.” The tarra’s tone was quiet and grim. “I wish I could remember all of them.”

	Ansel arched a brow. The answer was unexpected, to say the least. “And why is that?”

	“They were people. They deserve to be remembered.” Derek pushed his glass back a few inches. “I don’t expect forgiveness. I don’t think you’ll allow me to come here again after tonight, and I understand. I tried to talk Tam out of this. I didn’t want to upset either of you.”

	Ansel set his glass down, fingers still pinching the stem. “Are you afraid of me?”

	Derek offered a humorless smile. “You’re a vampire twice my age, and you were a witch before you were turned. A powerful one, according to Tam. And like you said”—the smile fell away—“I’ve killed your people. You could kill me now, and I wouldn’t blame you for it.”

	Tam placed a hand on his arm, which he covered with his own as he continued to watch Ansel.

	Ansel twisted his glass back and forth. After a few slow half-rotations, he sipped, then set it down and folded his hands in his lap. “When someone is turned, they remain what they were born. I am still a witch. You would still be a tarra.”

	“And we’re all human,” Derek supplied like an olive branch.

	Ansel inclined his head. “You understand the most pressing concern we have? And we have several.”

	Derek gave a single nod, features gone slack in an instant. His gaze started to slide down, but he pulled it up.

	“And?”

	“He’s sixteen,” the tarra expelled the words as little more than breath.

	Ansel’s mouth tightened, and Derek shrank ahead of Ansel’s next words: “Daniel McConnell”—he had no desire to hide the bitter edge of his tongue—“spent his formative years raised as a hunter.”

	“I know, but I have to believe there’s a chance of getting through to him.” The tarra squeezed his eyes shut and slumped back. “If I can find the right time to broach the subject.”

	“That’s rather optimistic,” Ansel scoffed. “And what if you can’t get through to him?” 

	“You mean who do I choose?” Derek sounded small, head drooping further. “Not the person killing innocent people.”

	“What is the right time then?” Ansel squared his shoulders and allowed a rumble to roll into his voice. “How many more lives—innocent or not—will you allow the boy to take before you make that choice?” He didn’t grant Derek space to answer. “Until you either turn the boy’s mind or dissociate yourself from him permanently, you will not be permitted to step foot in Bird’s Nest Cove again.”

	“Ansel!” Tam cried. “You can’t—”

	“I can’t?” He cast his glower on her. “Every witch of age was invited to speak before the elders voted, yourself included, and our decision was all but unanimous.” He leaned forward, clasped hands pressing into his thigh. “Child or not, McConnell is a murderer and not a repentant one.” Ansel straightened as Derek grew more resigned, yet no less sorrowful, with each word, posture slacking and a sheen in his eyes. “Understand, even if one of those requirements is met, there are no guarantees. There will be another forum and another vote.”

	“I understand,” Derek murmured. He squeezed Tam’s hand and stood.

	She dragged her feet as she followed. “Derek’s done good too. I told—”

	Ansel raised his volume as he snapped, “This is not a matter of balancing the scales.”

	“I know it’s not. I just—”

	“Leave it, Tam.” Derek’s words were gentle, as was the tug on her hand. She continued to beseech Ansel with wordless desperation in her eyes, but he did not soften to her on this.

	What did you expect, Tamra?

	More than one witch had voiced concerns over her remaining in the coven when she announced the engagement, though almost every elder had been quick with their rebuke. He understood the misgivings, but in three years, Tam’s relationship with Derek had not once brought hunters to their doors—and the man had done concrete good. Some had spoken up on behalf of Derek, more than one regaling the coven’s elders with accounts of Derek stepping in to distract a hunter who was tailing a witch or shifter, of stumbling into the middle of an imminent conflict like an oblivious fool to allow the innocent a chance to make a swift departure. It did not absolve him, but it attested to a sincere intent to actively avoid bringing them harm. No doubt Ansel would receive a thorough assessment from a certain empath come morning, whether he asked for one or not.

	The door shut, and the hardness and tension diminished. “I thought I told you not to eavesdrop,” he said without harshness. He lifted his glass at the base of the bowl and drank as said eavesdropper emerged on the threshold opposite the bay window, empty air giving way to a shoulder first. The rest slunk into the room after it.

	At six-three, Arin was several inches taller than Ansel, and combined with xyr slender frame, xe stood out easily in most crowds. Xyr alabaster skin was surpassed in pallor only by xyr straight, white, shoulder-length hair, though at present, it was dyed ash blonde with pastel pink highlights. Xe wore a turquoise tunic with a black long-sleeve thermal shirt poking out above the neckline and black leggings. All things considered, xyr bright yellow eyes didn’t look near ashamed enough behind xyr aubergine-framed glasses.

	Ansel gestured to the seats Tam and Derek had occupied a moment ago. “I suppose you disagree with the decision.”

	Arin sat hunched, shoulders rolled forward, and shrugged. “I don’t know.” Xe scowled a little. “I should’ve been invited. I’m an adult.” It was a flimsy argument, and they both knew it.

	“An adult according to many tarra laws—not according to our traditions or the laws of this coven. Two more years.” Ansel emptied his glass. He pulled Tam’s, untouched, closer and sipped. “I know. Life’s so unfair, isn’t it?”

	Arin rolled xyr eyes and stood again. Xe paused a few feet past the end of the table on xyr way to the stairs. “Do you think he’ll do it? Cut ties with McConnell?”

	Ansel stared at the dark red liquid. “I hope he does, for Tam’s sake.” There was a lengthy, dismal silence, and then Arin went upstairs.

	Ansel finished the second glass and carried all three and the bottle to the kitchen. He poured the rest of Derek’s down the drain.

	 

	※

	 

	Tashi sat beneath an oak tree hidden from the light of the lampposts in the park across from Bird’s Nest. She had expected to be there at least an hour while Tam’s ex-hunter fiancé tried schmoozing Ansel. When the door opened again much sooner, she was satisfied to see the dejection etched across his features in the porchlight. Guilt promptly soured her mood when Tam emerged looking even worse for the wear, though.

	Before they got back into their car, her fiancé hugged her tight, and Tam’s shoulders shuddered with her distant, muffled sobs. The tarra placed a kiss on her forehead, then they climbed into the sedan and drove off.

	Tashi had every intention of leaving as soon as Tam and her fiancé had. Instead, she found herself rooted to the spot, watching through the bay window as Arin appeared, and xe and Ansel talked. She could guess what about. Arin was always one to give people the benefit of the doubt, and it wouldn’t surprise her if xe thought it was worth giving a supposedly reformed murderer a second chance at acceptance.

	She knew it had to have broken Ansel’s heart to put his foot down with Tam. Tam had been one more stray he had taken to like she was his own child—just like Arin.

	As if I have room to talk. Tashi knew she and her adoptive guardian were more alike than she would ever admit out loud. Tam and Arin were as much her siblings as they were her friends. Had Tashi been born a witch, she would have followed in Ansel’s footsteps as a guardian of the coven, regardless of what kind of magic her hypothetical self might have inherited.

	That likeness was the very thing that screamed at her to cross the street, to apologize to Ansel for all the pain she had caused him in recent months, to bear a few more months of school just so she wouldn’t keep disappointing him.

	It was also what made her stay away. The more she distanced herself from her adoptive coven, the less chance the wolf clan or the hunters or whoever else she might piss off would target her family.

	Tashi started the long, cold trek back to the Osbornes’. She thought about stopping by her friend’s apartment to cheer her up, but by the time she passed Tam’s complex, she’d convinced herself the couple would probably prefer time to themselves.

	The storefronts of the butchery were dark in both worlds. In the anteroom of the sanguine side, Tashi tied her shoes and coat into a bundle before shifting. She picked up the bundle in her mouth and padded through the narrow streets.

	It was a forty-five minute trek from the butchery to the northernmost point of town, though she could have trimmed a solid fifteen minutes off if she hadn’t given special effort to avoiding the shagbark hickory that marked the heart of the sanguine city. It was older than it ought to have been by over a century and bigger—no doubt granted an extended life through magic at some point or another.

	The city ended abruptly on the northside, marked unofficially by a small Georgian mansion. Small by mansion standards anyway. The two-story building was red brick, accented with white trimmings and a flat-topped portico. The driveway was crushed limestone and crept around the left side of the house. There were five windows on the second-floor façade, each equidistant from one another and the corners, and a three-pane window on either side of the portico. The first-floor windows and the pair of second-floor windows above each were surrounded by creeping vines. While not set in stretches of open country fields, the property was lined with tall, plain topiaries, crusted with ice at present.

	Tashi forced herself not to hold her breath as she passed, relieved to at least see there were no lights on within.

	A half-mile northeast brought her to the tree line at the base of the mountain. A few yards into the woods, Tashi veered a little more eastward. Once the view behind her was nothing but forest, she sprang through the trees and onto the embankment of a holloway. The sunken road was overgrown with vegetation, and Tashi doubted it would’ve been identifiable if not for the fact it was three feet below where she stood.

	She hopped down, thick undergrowth engulfing her. She usually avoided the direct approach to keep from wearing the plants down, but she was too tired, and her head throbbed. She loped up the road and the mountainside for another half-mile to reach her destination.

	Rather than a sprawling estate, the Elizabethan manor ahead of her was surrounded by a twenty-foot stone wall topped with spikes and a moat. The water had long since been drained or dried up, save for what was collected when it rained or snow melted. The remains of the bridge rested at the bottom of the deep ditch, covered in moss and half-hidden by vegetation. In its place were a couple of trees from the surrounding woods, downed years before Tashi found the place. The rusted wrought iron gate bore a crest—an E in one of the simpler Blackletter scripts, the semi-circle openings decorated with metal vines coiled and surging like waves into one another. Along the curve of the letter’s back were fourteen runes, which Tashi had yet to parse. Like everything else, the courtyard had been taken over by the forest’s undergrowth, attesting to the place’s dormancy. There were two trees, one to the right just inside and the other off to the left where the courtyard let out to stables. When she first saw the place, Tashi had wondered if they’d been there when it was abandoned two centuries ago. Shrubbery and vines overwhelmed its façade, some obscuring the windows, all but a few boarded up with now-rotten wood.

	Tashi had cleaned inside, but only what was necessary to keep from walking through dust and cobwebs on the short paths she trod. Across from the front door was a grand staircase, and to the left and beyond it, the buttery. She set her bundle down at the bottom of the stairs before moving on.

	A gas generator rumbled on the other side of the buttery wall, the noise dampened by sound wards. It was hooked up to a small fridge and a space heater, the latter turned off at the moment. A boxed hot plate sat on a TV table between the fridge and generator, and an extension cord hung through a hole she’d put in the ceiling. The place had been raided of food, alcohol, and easy-to-carry valuables eight generations back, and Tashi had long since swept aside the remnants of broken glass and ceramic left in the pillagers’ wake.

	She tugged the fridge door open with her paw, squinting at the sudden light in the gloom. Aside from the few packages of meat, the only contents were a bushel of carrots, a single set of dishware and cutlery to keep the dust off them, as well as a small saucepan and frying pan, and a two-gallon water jug with a spigot.

	Tashi pawed out one of the packages and shut the fridge. She ripped off the brown butcher’s paper and ate the raw steak in a few bites. She preferred a cooked meal, but she had neither the energy nor anything more than salt and pepper to flavor her food with.

	She backtracked to the spiral staircase, leaving her shoes and coat where they were to avoid bloodying them. At the top, she turned into the bedroom over the buttery, where a large de-boarded window let in light during the day. She shifted back, shivering as she flipped on the space heater next to the threshold and the small lamp beside the air mattress on the floor.

	The four-poster frame was shoved against the window, positioned so the daylight wouldn’t be obscured. The frame had been empty when Tashi first ventured in six months ago, and she had laid the heavy armoire in the mattress’ place. She had chucked the commode, two chairs, a pair of end tables, and the remains of a rug into the neighboring room. In the leftover space, she had the air mattress covered in thick blankets, a small trunk beside it with the sparse selection of clothes she had brought, the lamp, and a compact desk next to the fireplace.

	Tashi pulled out the thick wool sweater she had left under the blankets that morning and pulled it on. She dropped into the folding chair, leaning forward to flip on a second lamp on the desk before she pulled her legs up to cross. A large leather-bound tome sat in the middle of the desk. It was six hundred fifty years old—and looked brand new. There wasn’t so much as a chip in the enamel plate. The base was cast with the impression of a pentagram, the heart of which bore a delicately painted crest. The white shield was divided by a black chevron. A blue oak sprig adorned each corner, one acorn and two leaves apiece. Below the chevron was a raised red palm set atop a gray medieval vambrace.

	Tashi shifted enough to sharpen her canines and prick her thumb, snow leopard pattern flashing across her skin. She pressed the drop of blood to the middle of the shield and stuck her already-healed thumb in her mouth to suck off the rest.

	As the blood dissolved into the enamel plate, the pages decompressed with a sigh even before she opened the large metal clasp. The cover popped open dramatically due to the three composition books and an inornate sixteenth-century diary she hid inside the bespelled volume. She pulled out the composition books and closed the tome on the diary. Everything recompressed when she secured the clasp.

	She opened the first notebook and flipped through the list of names until she reached the Argalls.

	 

	Argall, Shirley

	March 1999 - Philip Argall (son) killed in Austin protesting Katherine’s claim. Took custody of Reece Argall (grandson)

	December 1999 - moved to Eavandale with Reece

	Argall, Reece

	Mom? Assuming dead

	 

	Tashi popped open the pencil case in the corner of the desk and retrieved a red pen. She tapped the cap on the page a few times before pulling it off with her teeth and writing a question mark next to Reece’s name.

	As she stared at the red curve of the hook on the white page, nine-year-old memories surfaced unbidden—memories of a V written with blood in the snow under the hickory. She shook it off and shut the book.



	
Chapter 2

	The tidy two-story brick house had been built eighty years ago, making it one of the younger buildings in the valley on the sanguine side of the gateways. It sat on an unfenced acre, the properties to either side vacant. The street that connected them lay a few miles south of the mansion and marked the southwestern edge of what could still be considered Eavandale, spread out as the houses were and sparse as the population was. The front of the wraparound porch overlooked the wooded area at the base of the mountains to the right, and to the left, farms and ranches beyond the narrow swath of scattered suburbia.

	Katherine Alban lay on a wool blanket in her Caspian tiger fera, striped tail swaying as she watched her children play with straw-colored eyes, the front door and bay window behind her. Hassan would be eighteen at the end of spring, but in his Egyptian wolf fera, he was dwarfed by his eight-year-old sister.

	Gwen had inherited Katherine’s fera, though with two significant deviations. Her golden coat was pale enough to be almost indistinguishable from her white belly and created a sharper contrast with the narrow dark brown lines across her body. The other difference was her eyes, a bright crystal blue. More notable were her pupils, which never occupied less than half her irises.

	Hassan was faster and far more practiced at this game of four-footed tag, having played it countless times with his friends in his early adolescence. Gwen was new to her fera and the size and strength it granted her. Katherine was not about to let the pair tumble around unattended.

	Katherine caught the scent of the golden jackal as the sun began to touch the western mountains. “Shift,” she called to her daughter as soon as the jackal came around the house.

	Gwen, who had already begun running for him, stumbled at the command before shifting. Her bulk shrank down to a fair-skinned child, her cool undertones almost at odds with her disheveled, warm blonde pigtails. Her face was pink from exertion and the winter air, and the rest of her was bundled in wool—sweater, pants, mittens, beanie, and thick-soled socks. 

	The jackal set down the small tote of groceries that hung from his mouth and followed suit. Salama scooped Gwen up, golden tan skin and wavy copper blonde hair in sharp contrast against the girl’s less saturated features. His pale gray-green eyes were no closer to Gwen’s blue than Katherine’s yellow.

	“What’d you get at the market, Baba?” Gwen asked with her arms wrapped around his neck.

	“Venison.” Salama scooped the bag up in his other hand and headed for the porch. “Cheese, eggs, parsnips.” Gwen scrunched her face up at the last item, and Salama laughed. It was a deep, pleasant sound.

	Hassan trotted up the stairs ahead of his father and shifted to take the bag of groceries inside. His complexion was a little lighter than Salama’s, his hair a little darker, and his eyes a pale amber that was closer to Katherine’s. His limbs were still on the gangly side of adolescence, but he was taller than either of his parents. He shared the same long nose and semi-triangular ears as his father.

	“Where is your hat, Hassan?” Katherine asked before he could make it through the door. She rose and stretched, then sat on her blanket.

	“I was in my fera the whole time,” he grumbled, not meeting her gaze.

	“We’ve talked about this,” she said sharply, tail flicking. “If you’re going to cavort with your friends in the tarra world—”

	“Does it look like I’m cavorting in the tarra world?” Hassan snapped. He winced as soon as the words were out of his mouth.

	“Your mother is right,” Salama intervened, his tone far gentler than Katherine’s. “If you are in the habit of covering your ears anytime you leave the house, you won’t forget on the occasions you leave to spend time with your friends. It’s for your safety and theirs. You understand this, right?”

	Hassan gave a rueful nod and shuffled into the house with the groceries. Salama set Gwen down and asked her to go wash up. When they were alone, he sat on the bench in front of the bay window. Katherine took the subtle invitation and shifted, striped golden fur shrinking into her wool sweater and white skin—the latter not quite as fair as her daughter’s. The hairs on her head grew out to a sheet of gold down to her shoulder blades.

	She picked up the blanket and wrapped it around her shoulders like an oversized shawl before sitting next to her partner. “What’s wrong?”

	Salama reached down his sweater and pulled out two differently sized envelopes. In the process, he incidentally pulled out his necklace—a pair of silver seven-point stars, a horizontal diamond gap where two arms overlapped, the points above and below touching their twins. A moonstone was set in the heart of the left star where the diamond gap ended, and a yellow jade to the right. He wore his sign of faith in the twin goddesses as openly as witches displayed their birds, even if it meant the pain of taking it into his flesh anytime he shifted.

	Katherine turned her focus to the envelopes, which must have been an added discomfort. The larger of the two was open, and the contents written in Arabic. She recognized Salama’s mother’s writing.

	“Baba is ill,” he said, voice low. Shifter illnesses were rare, even in elders, and never something to take lightly.

	Katherine placed a hand on his arm. “Then you should be with him. We’ll be fine.”

	He nodded and squeezed her hand. Then he took the smaller, unopened envelope and handed it to her. “They said it was dropped off in person,” he explained as she examined the near-pristine white paper. She knew this handwriting too, though all that was written in the eerily out-of-time script was her name. If Salama knew its author, he gave no indication. “I need to pack and tell Gwen and Hassan about Baba.” He stood and placed a light kiss against her temple before going inside.

	Katherine opened the envelope and pulled out the embossed You’re Invited card. She rolled her eyes and flipped it over. The two-word note was written in the same colonial-era script as her name had been, and she would not have put it past the author to have used an equally old fountain pen.

	Come round.

	“Impeccable timing as always,” Katherine muttered to herself. She placed the card back in the envelope and tucked it into the pocket of her pants, then joined the rest of her family inside.

	 

	※

	 

	Tashi figured it was a longshot when she asked the Osbornes if they’d met Shirley Argall’s grandson. She was exactly the sort of petty bitch who would go to one of the smaller butchers on the far edges of town, even if it meant trekking from one end to the other to avoid giving business to the Osbornes. One could argue having the shopfront in the tarra world was just good business sense, but there was no tarra-neutral argument to be made for why the older brother was sending his kids to tarra schools.

	“Reece? He’s a regular,” the younger brother answered, to Tashi’s surprise, “though usually does his shopping in the evenings. Good kid. Doesn’t take after his granny, that’s for sure.” His cousin snorted a laugh at the other end of the counter. Osborne grinned. “Why d’you ask?”

	Tashi shrugged from the stool she was perched on. “Tam said he’s been around to see Ansel.” Fortunately, they were in the usual mid-afternoon lull, and the shop was otherwise empty, so she didn’t have to dance around the topic in the presence of eavesdroppers. “Wondering if I need to keep an eye on him is all.”

	“Ansel deserves more credit than that,” Osborne said, smile softened. “Even if the kid wanted to threaten Bird’s Nest, I think Ol’ Barre can handle him just fine.”

	“I was wondering what he was up to,” the cousin chimed in, walking over to them. “He goes through just about every morning and doesn’t usually come back until around closing. Sometimes later, I’d wager. You’ve probably seen him too and just didn’t know it.”

	Tashi twisted around to look at the anteroom. From the angle her stool provided, the gateway was invisible, and only the blank wall of the building could be seen through the archway. “He’s in the tarra world that much?”

	“Sure is. Asked him one day if he was looking for a job over there, and he just smiled and shrugged and said he wasn’t sure what he was looking for yet.” The cousin’s face scrunched up in thought, tilted to the ceiling. “That was a bit ago, though. Before you moved over here.”

	“He’s a handsome young man,” Osborne said coyly, but Tashi just rolled her eyes at the comment. It wasn’t the first time he’d suggested one of their customers might pique Tashi’s interest.

	“Do you happen to remember if he went through this morning?”

	The pair shook their heads, but Osborne offered, “We can pass him a message next time we see him if you’d like? If he comes through when you’re not working.” He slid his order pad and a pencil toward Tashi.

	Tashi tore off the top sheet first to keep from leaving pressure marks on any of the pages below. She pushed the cheap eraser end to her chin for a few seconds as she considered what to write before scribbling the note.

	Saw you at Bird’s Nest. Let’s talk.

	She folded it in quarters without signing it and didn’t bother writing his name anywhere. “Don’t give him my name,” she said as she passed it over the counter. “You can tell him where to find me, though. Thanks.”

	Tashi hadn’t been back at the manor for a full hour when she sensed someone in the courtyard. She hadn’t heard the gate creak, but then again, she never bothered touching it herself when she came and went. She shifted at the top of the stairs and leapt over the banister.

	When she burst into the courtyard, the intruder was only a few yards from the front door and yelped, slipped no doubt in an attempt to create distance, and crashed onto snow that was definitely too shallow to offer much cushioning.

	He looked about Tashi and Arin’s age, his white skin heavily flushed from the cold—and probably the hike up the mountain. His round nose was small and a little flattish, as were his ears behind a mess of short black hair flecked with snow. Maroon eyes landed on her with alarm, then oddly, recognition.

	“Tashi?”

	“Do I know you?” she growled, muscles tensing.

	“I don’t think so? But someone left this for me.” He shoved his hand in his coat pocket and pulled out the scrap of paper. “Was that you?”

	“Reece Argall?” She had expected a thicker southern accent from him—and someone far less awkward as Shirley Argall’s grandson.

	He gave her a sheepish grin. “Sorry to disappoint? Uh, can I get up without you, y’know…” His eyes flickered down to where her paws were half-buried in snow.

	“Oh, yeah.” Tashi sat back as he got to his feet and brushed off. “How’d you know who I was?”

	“You have a reputation.” He shrugged.

	“I can imagine the reputation you’ve heard.”

	Reece looked genuinely confused for a moment, and then his eyebrows shot up. “Oh! I didn’t mean… Well, yeah, Gran’s not your biggest fan,” he finished with a snort. “But I’ve heard good things about you too.” He waved the scrap of paper. “Arin’s mentioned you.”

	Tashi bristled at the reminder that the shifter had been in her home. “What’s your association with Ansel Barre?” she asked sharply.

	Reece blinked, then shifted his gaze away.

	“Why have you been going to Bird’s Nest?” Tashi snapped, letting the growl creep back into her voice.

	“Uh… Personal reasons?” He squared his shoulders, though he looked even more awkward in his attempt to stand his ground with her. “Why d’you want to know?”

	This guy’s too much of a dork to be a threat to anyone. Tashi relaxed her posture. “I don’t like people who threaten the coven.”

	Reece bristled and scowled at her. “I haven’t threatened anyone!”

	“Yeah, no shit. I doubt you could threaten a puppy.” She turned away from his confused indignation and ambled back to the door. “You can come in if you want. It’s not haunted.”

	A few seconds passed before he followed her in, and by then, Tashi had shifted and was seated on the stairs. Reece closed the door behind him slowly.

	“Ansel is—was—my legal guardian,” Tashi explained. “The coven pretty much raised me after I lost my dad.”

	Reece’s expression fell. “I’m sorry to hear that.” After a beat, he whipped his head around to the door, then back to Tashi. “Wait, so what was that about?”

	Tashi shrugged. “Making sure you weren’t going to fuck the coven over, either willingly or out of self-preservation. Most people don’t make house calls when they’re getting Ansel’s help putting together paperwork for the tarra world.”

	The guy’s mouth opened and closed like a goldfish for a full second before his shoulders dropped. “Guardian,” he mumbled. “Right.” He walked over and dropped onto the step two below hers. “Has anyone ever told you you’re kinda intense?”

	Tashi snorted. “Not this soon after meeting me.” She held her hand out over his shoulder. “Nice to meet you.”

	He shook it once at the awkward angle, then leaned his head and shoulder against the wall. “How’d you end up with the coven?”

	“My dad.” Tashi was glad she didn’t have to look Reece in the face. “He and Ansel were together. We’d lived with Ansel a couple years before he died.”

	“Oh. But you don’t live there anymore?”

	“Nope. Want my old room?”

	“Maybe,” Reece said with an awkward laugh. “If it makes you feel better, Ansel’s the one who gave me his address.” It did help, and Tashi felt a little guilty for making him jump through hoops. “I stopped by his office and told him what I needed help with, but I couldn’t afford to pay. We talked for a bit, and then he said to come see him outside of office hours, and he wouldn’t need to charge me.”

	“Sounds like him.” Tashi couldn’t help the smile that tugged at her mouth. “He’s a sap. Cautious as fuck, but a sap.”

	“Heh, not sure how cautious he is if he gave me his address after a twenty-minute conversation.”

	“He can also be annoyingly good at reading people.”

	“Ah.” Reece adjusted to put his back to the wall so he could look at Tashi. “Bird’s Nest seems like an amazing community. I was worried about finding somewhere safe over there—I know enough about tarras to know a small city like Eavandale probably isn’t embracing the weird and queer like Austin—but it’s amazing to see how y’all have taken the good bits from this world and recreated them over there. I know I’ll still have to deal with homophobia and—”

	“Good bits?” Tashi asked, straining not to jump down his throat.

	“Yeah, y’know—acceptance. No ostracizing minorities,” the last two syllables petered out, obliviousness fading. “What?”

	“Bird’s Nest isn’t a reflection of this world,” Tashi snapped with a gesture toward the door, “in any regard. There’s plenty of bigotry here. Your grandmother and the Wolves of Eavandale aren’t unique in that regard—and it’s way beyond just shitting on witches. Maybe not usually about gender and orientation, but let me ask you something.” She leaned back, bracing her hands on the step behind her. “When’s the last time you saw a ramp over here? Austin have a city council? How many people of color were on it? How are people of other faiths treated in this world? At least some can protect themselves here—physically, violently—but not all of them have that ability in either world.” She watched his eyes fall to his lap and stay there as she went off on him, but now his lips began to part as if he wanted to say something. “What?”

	“I didn’t realize tarra influence—”

	“It’s not tarra influence.” Tashi snapped. Reece flinched, and she bit her lip to rein herself in. “Look, even if it’s rare for shifters and werewolves to be born with physical disabilities, it happens—and it’s as likely for witches as it is for tarras. Plus, people still lose limbs, get cataracts, weaken with age eventually. But the most I can remember ever seeing over here is a walking cane. Important, sure, but I can’t remember ever seeing someone in this world with a wheelchair or a prosthetic or an oxygen tank—and that’s just physical disability.” She paused before her frustration got the better of her again.

	Reece remained still, head bowed.

	Tashi took a slow breath. “Had a classmate once. Always forgot his homework but still aced every test, struggled to focus in class, would start talking in the middle of someone’s sentence, easily frustrated—with himself most of all. He finally got diagnosed with ADHD, started meds and therapy. Long story short, he was way happier as he figured things out and got support. Before he did, though, he reminded me a lot of a cousin, but there aren’t pharmaceuticals over here—unless they’re black market. No apothecaries who’ve cracked the code on treating psychiatric disabilities with magic. I was struggling after my dad died, and Ansel said he was gonna bring me to a therapist.” Tashi paused when Reece lifted his head.
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