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      There are two rules: find a way to use your magic and never reveal it to anyone.

      

      Hunting lost books is more than a job; it's a way for Barbara to hide her powers in the mundane world of the university library. One misstep and she risks exposure to ruthless necromancers willing to destroy anything supernatural they cannot control. But the prickly new professor in charge of her latest assignment proves more than he seems, and rules are no match for her growing fascination.

      After years of battling to cage the beast within him, Tobias returns to Prague and the safety of his pack of brothers. But keeping his family safe means never revealing his dual nature, not even to the irresistible research assistant with a nose for rare books. 

      When an enchanted book triggers unpredictable surges in Barbara's magic, unleashing his beast may be their only defense against the malevolent spell buried in its pages. Now, a 400-year-old witch's revenge threatens to reveal everything they've concealed. Trapped between a witch and a necromancer, Barbara and Tobias must choose: embrace the powers that could expose them or allow their secrets to destroy them.
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      Tobias was fourteen the first time the urge to tear off his clothes and catch small animals in his teeth gripped him. His own screams woke him from the dream of racing through the trees on four legs with moonlight in his fur.

      Instinctively, he called out for his brother. “Mark! A m-m-monster’s inside me.”

      “Not a monster, Toby. A beast,” Mark offered from the bed across the room.

      By the time their mother arrived, Tobias was hysterical. He buried his face in the worn, nubby chenille of her robe and panted.

      “You’re safe.” Her voice curled around the ragged edges of his consciousness as she settled on the edge of his bed. The lilac scent he always associated with her night cream flooded him in soothing relief. “Only a dream.”

      Her palm, relaxed on his sweaty brow, tingled. She began to sing one of the soft, lilting chants that had soothed all of her four children since birth, ones they would never be able to recall the lyrics to in the morning.

      As Tobias drifted again, his brother’s voice rose from the darkness. “Not only dreaming anymore, Ma. It’s gonna be soon. I can smell him now.”

      Their mother’s sigh turned to the whisper of wind in leaves as dreams swallowed him again. “We’ll take him this weekend.”

      He forgot her words the moment she spoke them.

      On Friday afternoon, he tumbled off the tram with Mark and their younger sister, eager for the weekend. They were used to seeing the car parked out front of their building on Fridays. Mom took Mark to the woods at least once a month. Tobias would spend two whole days buried in a book without his older brother giving him a hard time, or their mother urging him to go outside. But his steps slowed at the sight of his own duffle bag in the back of the Škoda wagon.

      His parents stood on the top step with his youngest brother between them. Mom shouldered her purse, bending low to give his baby brother a kiss, but her eyes were on her husband. “The performance is at six. Isela has call at four-thirty. Don’t forget extra pins for her hair.”

      “Ich weiß, Liebling.”

      “I know you know, I just…” Mom stretched up to kiss their father. The kiss went on for too long, as usual. Tobias averted his eyes, his cheeks hot. Mark made gagging noises.

      When the two of them parted, their father’s face softened into a brief smile before his gaze settled on Tobias. Tobias shivered at the worry in his father’s eyes.

      “Viel Glück mein Schatz.”

      Mom and Papa exchanged a final peck before she joined the boys at the lowest step. “You two cutups in the car. Jetzt. Hop along.”

      Tobias fell asleep on the long drive to the cabin deep in the Šumava forest. Mom made spaghetti for dinner, his favorite, and when darkness fell, she shooed them both outside.

      “Everything will be alright,” she assured him as they left her a silhouette framed in the light of the doorway. She called to his brother, as always a few steps ahead, “Go easy, Markus.”

      “Just do what I do.” Mark’s skin, a brown richer than sun-warmed earth, absorbed the glow of moonlight as he shrugged out of his jeans and socks. “It’s easier for them this way.”

      “Who?” Tobias followed his brother’s lead, stripping bare though his skin prickled with goose bumps. Pressure rose in his chest.

      The memory of his nightmares returned in a jumbled wave of images and scents. The beast. His heart raced.

      “Let that feeling come,” Mark murmured, resting a hand on Tobias’ still bony, paler shoulder. “It’s fun—you’ll see.”

      That promise clutched in the eagerness of his voice, kept Tobias from retreating back into the house. Still, he shivered, refusing to come out of his underwear even when Mark teased. At the sting of raw skin, he looked down to see his fingertips scratching at his own chest as if possessed. The pressure took shape and stretched against the inside of his ribcage.

      Mark grinned with too many teeth, all glittering and sharp. “Don’t fight him, brother. We’re meant for this.”

      Mark laughed, throwing his head up to the night, the last human sound he would make until dawn. Skin once smooth and brown became furred black. The places between the stars were no rival for the darkness of that tousled fur sprouting in all directions. His face became a snout, and his ears slid back to the top of his head.

      Tobias reeled away, but his feet wouldn’t hold him. He opened his mouth to scream, and an animal sound came out. He tumbled backward, scrambling in the mud and leaves, away from the juvenile wolf that stood on top of his brother’s rumpled clothes.

      The beast welled up inside him, flooding his consciousness with scents and sounds beyond his human awareness.

      He blacked out just long enough to lose his last grasp of control. The beast inside him surged. When his senses returned, they drowned him. A shocking inner heat banished the night chill from his skin.

      What the beast did to his senses was only the beginning. Everything about the way his body moved felt like recovering a forgotten memory. He staggered to his feet—paws—and swung around, backing up in circles until he tripped over his own long legs and landed on his side in the heap of expelled air and lupine whimpers.

      The black wolf stood nearby. Mark. Tobias knew him. The same way he knew that what he had become had crawled up from inside his very bones.

      He read the black wolf’s body as fluently he read Mark’s face from growing up together.

      Come on, the hunched back and flagging tail ordered. When he barked, it was a clear command. Get a grip and let’s get on with it.

      But Tobias found nothing to hold on to. He managed to get upright after a multitude of attempts the black wolf found comical.

      Tobias looked down at his paws and fell over again. He caught a glimpse of his furred tail and tried to flee it. He crashed into brush and trees. All the while, a terrible noise sounded in his ears. The noise of an animal caught in a trap. The trap, his own body. The prisoner, his human consciousness.

      His mother called reassurance from the porch. The salt of her tears stung his nose. Tobias wanted to go to her, but the beast held him. When she took a step towards the edge of the porch, the beast bared teeth at her. Mark lunged between them, facing Tobias: head down, ears back, and this time there was no humor in the curl of his tail or the hunch of his shoulders.

      Tobias stumbled away, whining.

      The first night was a disaster. Mark tried to show him the wilderness around their cabin. They hunted a rabbit in the darkness—well, Mark did—and Tobias would never forget the high-pitched scream it made when Mark’s teeth closed on its neck. The black wolf retuned with the limp shape dangling from his jaws. Tobias recoiled, even as saliva flooded his mouth.

      A gnawing hunger surged in him as Tobias watched Mark tear open the soft belly and work the carcass with his teeth. Mark tossed the remainder to him. The beast ate, Toby screaming mutely inside.

      After that, he surrendered the last of his humanity and retreated into the darkness.

      In the morning, he woke on the porch, curled up with Mark as they had in the cradle. Only he was naked and shivering and mottled with what might have been dirt or dried blood. Their mother opened the door, threw out a couple of blankets, and disappeared again. She reemerged a few minutes later with cups of steaming hot cocoa and marshmallows. Mark took his mug, heading inside to the warmth of the fireplace.

      Tobias lay where he’d awoken, clutching the blanket around his body and shivering. Smudges of darkness swept semicircles beneath his mother’s eyes. She’d never seemed old to him before now.

      “We had to wait to see… if…” She offered the cup.

      He recoiled.

      At the scent of warm chocolate, he vomited on the porch. He sealed his eyes shut against the glimpse of glistening red meat and dark organs, bits of bone and hair.

      The second night he tried to fight the change, but the beast overtook him as soon as Mark’s paws hit the ground. The beast fought, but he refused to let go of humanity, forcing himself to recall every detail of his bedroom and his books, his siblings and their father.

      He slunk to the front door, head and tail bowed. Their mother appeared at the window, her face a question. The black wolf gave a human-like shrug in response. The door opened. She sighed as Tobias slunk past her to the blanket she’d laid by the fireplace. Annoyed, Mark abandoned him in favor of the night forest.

      On the way back to the city Sunday afternoon, Mark regaled their mother with stories of his roaming.

      “You’re so quiet,” she murmured to Tobias when they’d stopped to let Mark out to pee.

      “W-w-why, Mom?” The words scratched his raw throat.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “We’d hoped—I’d hoped—you just never seemed like you’d change.”

      “I don’t want to,” he whispered. “E-e-ever again.”

      “You have to. I know that much and, if you don’t, it will happen on its own, and you will lose control. We survive at the mercy of the necromancers. There are rules about how people like us behave in public. At the first hint of a violation, they can make us disappear, or worse. You understand? And it’s not so bad, is it? Your brother⁠—”

      “Is a brainless idiot.” Tobias choked on the words. “I hate it. I’ll never like it. N-n-never.”

      She sighed. “Don’t talk that way about your brother.”

      She watched Mark trudge back from the woods. “Denying the change makes it more dangerous. You’ll come up to the cabin with us every weekend and during school breaks. When Markus says you’re in control, full control, you can stay inside and play checkers with me if you want.”

      “Ma!” he wailed.

      “Tobias, some things we don’t have a choice about in this life,” she snapped with dreadful finality. “At the least, you learn to live with it so you survive. If that’s all I can give you, so be it.”

      Tears choked out whatever reply he might have made. Mark climbed into the car. He avoided looking into the back seat, even though Tobias’s wet sobs must have been audible.

      Instead, he turned up the radio.

      At home, their mother garaged the car, resting for a moment with her palms on the steering wheel and her eyes closed.

      Mark touched her shoulder. “Go on in, Ma. I’ll get the bags.”

      She passed a hand over the tight coils of his hair and settled it on his cheek with a weary smile. “Thanks.”

      When she was gone, Mark shouldered Tobias aside, slamming the doors as he went.

      Blinking away tears, Tobias pulled his overnight bag out of the trunk. He passed one forearm under his dripping nose and glared. “I’m telling Dad.”

      Mark’s face hardened. “Who do you think helped pick out the cabin?”

      The pat he gave Tobias shoved him backward. Tobias whirled on him, the beast’s snarl rising in his chest. Shock stopped him in his tracks. Mark grinned at him, showing his teeth. His eyes glittered yellow for a moment before flashing back to human copper.

      “Quit feeling sorry for yourself, you big crybaby,” he said with a huff. “And if you say anything to Issy or Chris, I’ll kill you. I know where you sleep.”
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      Fourteen Years Later

      Dear Ms. Svobodová,

      We regret to inform you⁠—

      Barbara should crumple up the letter without subjecting herself to the rest, but she never could resist the urge to finish once she’d started reading something.

      –that after careful consideration, your application for the fellowship position has not been selected.

      When the blur of tears made reading unmanageable, she reached for a tissue, sending one of the little cartoon pineapples clattering across her desk. She slapped a hand over the small plastic figurine to silence it with a worried glance.

      The forgotten office tucked away at the end of a long hall was empty. Situated in the oldest wing of the university library, with the original four-hundred-year-old stone walls, it was cold year-round and occasionally the power went out. She supposed eventually it would be remodeled as a storage closet. At least it was so far down on the priority list for restoration, it was relatively undisturbed by the work efforts that seemed to have turned other parts of the library into a cacophonous obstacle course. Unfortunately, the way things were going, she might still be stuck here in limbo when it finally happened.

      By the time the doors opened, she’d composed herself. She tucked her chin, dabbed her eyelashes, and slipped the rejection note back in its envelope under her keyboard. She would take it home and file it with the others. Then she would look over the upcoming fellowships and special research areas and prepare her next application. After five tries, she could almost do it in her sleep.

      Her fellow research assistants drifted in, unwinding their scarves and removing their coats. Their break-time conversation lingered like the faint whiff of cigarette smoke.

      “…and you heard what he said to Novak when the department objected to his budget request?” The unofficial leader of their little cadre, Edita, was close to defending her dissertation, but still managed to stay on top of all the office gossip. She continued in Czech without waiting for a response, “Absolutely nothing. He just stared, with those eyes.”

      “Gods, those eyes!” Pale, ethereal Pavlina clasped her hands to her chest and pantomimed a swoon into the rickety chair near the back of the room.

      As the newest assistant, she had inherited the worst desk—close to the old window. Undaunted, she arrived on her first day with a stuffed woolen bumper to block the draft and a quilted cushion for her chair, and had, during her tenure, knit an impressive array of scarves, neck warmers and hats for each of them.

      The final member of their trio snorted in disbelief. Tall and severely thin, Honza would make an excellent grumpy librarian in thirty years. “Vogel insulted almost every member of the senior faculty, and two of the students on his team have filed complaints. Not a good start for a visiting professor.”

      “He’s so exotic.” Pavlina smacked her lips. “I heard his mother is American. He was raised here. You can’t tell except for he’s so tan and it’s the end of winter.”

      Barbara cringed, her eyes on the plastic figurine in her hand. She knew whispers of speculation about her own background, despite her name, often fixated on her looks.

      Pavlina’s voice settled into a purr. “We’re lucky to have someone of his capability.”

      “As though we had a choice,” Honza grumbled. “Novak lobbied hard for Tesarik and, as glad as we all are that failed, I heard the assignment came down from the liaison to the Necromancer Azrael.”

      Amazing how a room this cold could still lose a degree or two at the word.

      No one knew how many necromancers existed, but when the war had broken out between human populations wielding the power of gods against one another, necromancers were the ones who prevented an apocalypse. An alliance of the most powerful eight had divided the world between them into territories. Now they regulated human interaction with the gods and, under the Peace in Humanity codes, any material deemed a threat by relation to magic was under their strict control.

      The Godswar and the Allegiance takeover cast a long shadow over the decades that followed. And though Barbara and the others were too young to remember, they were raised knowing the primary rule by heart: stay away from anything magical. Objects, books, people—anything with the hint of connection to the supernatural had a way of disappearing under the necromancers rule.

      Edita tucked her scarf around her throat and lifted her gaze heavenward. “Superstitious git. Azrael’s funding is the reason we have renovations…and jobs. His patronage⁠—”

      “Ownership.” Honza lifted a finger.

      “—Has been a boon,” Edita snapped. The Necromancer controlling Europe chose Prague as his seat, and the city was the uneasy beneficiary of his interest. “Costs money to keep these old buildings up. And if it brings quality professors here, isn’t that our good fortune?”

      Honza scoffed. “Have you seen the undead?”

      “Zombies?” Pavlina managed both thrill and alarm in a single gasp.

      “Undead.” Edita sounded the word out as though to a small, stubborn child. “Don’t let anyone hear you call them such.”

      “This Visiting Professor Vogel has two on his team.” As the senior assistant, Honza had been the only one of them invited to attend the department briefing where the team assigned to catalog and prepare an exhibit of the newly found items had been introduced. “Spies. They don’t breathe. They—volunteered—to be turned.”

      Barbara replaced the dancing pineapple at the front of her desk. Edita’s eyes settled on her. “And what do you think of all this, Bara…Bara?”

      The Czech diminutive of her name reminded Barbara of her mother. Barbara had been raised on stories of her time at Žižkov University. How much joy would it have given her to see Barbara give her academic pledge?

      We’ll teach, you and I. The larger hand, tight on her own and chilled with failing circulation. The words slurred through morphine. Share an office.

      That part of dream may have died with her, but at least Barbara could recite her pledge at the graduation ceremony as her mother had taught her. She no longer believed in heaven, but maybe her mother would know, somehow.

      She fought the urge to burst into tears—or to look at the envelope again.

      “What’s happened?” Edita paced to her desk, eyes narrowed. Like some Slavic goddess of hearth and home, a solidness in her presence and features always reassured Barbara. Dependable, unflappable, nurturing, but fierce.

      Barbara grabbed a tissue and faked a cough. “Perhaps a cold coming on. You should stay back. I don’t want you to get sick.”

      Edita spotted the ragged edge of the envelope Barbara had torn in her hurry to get it open. She snagged the corner from under the keyboard before Barbara’s hand could cover it.

      “Is this what I think?” she said as Barbara made one last grab for it. “Why didn’t you tell us? We wanted to celebrate with you—oh, dear…”

      Barbara snatched another tissue as the tears returned, swiveling back to her computer with a sniffle. “I told you not to get your hopes up.”

      Edita headed Pavlina off before she began circling Barbara’s desk, drawn by the sight of tears like a shark to blood in the water. “Get her a coffee from the machine. There are crowns in the top drawer of my desk. Go.”

      When the youngest member of their team had gone, Honza rose from his chair and strolled over. He leaned a hip on Barbara’s desk and sent another pineapple figurine—this one a spinner on a stationary base—rocking with the flick of a finger.

      He sighed. “Terrible news, Barbara.”

      Barbara struggled against more tears and waved away their concern. After acceptance into the doctoral program, she’d blazed through the coursework portion of her assignment— but after the mess at the Christmas party, she’d become untouchable. Without a fellowship or a reliable advisor, she couldn’t begin her dissertation. No dissertation to defend meant no degree.

      When she looked up, Edita’s mouth formed a hard line.

      “This is because of that jackass Tesarik,” Edita muttered, glancing at Honza.

      Barbara lifted one shoulder. “If I had just slept with him, it might have been easier.”

      “You need to file a formal complaint.” Honza shook his head.

      “And be formally blacklisted by the department?” Barbara frowned. “At least this way they will forget—eventually.”

      Edita set her lips. Honza looked like he wanted to speak, but at the sound of the door opening and the mute plea in Barbara’s eyes, he hesitated. He sucked in a deep breath anyway as Pavlina entered.

      “Honza,” Edita snapped, sending him back to his desk.

      Pavlina presented a cup of lukewarm coffee with the flourish of a queen’s bauble at court. “Can we still do our English lesson at lunch? My interview at BioGen is next week, and I want to practice as often as possible.”

      Pavlina was graduating at the end of the year and was already applying to positions outside of academia. The men are too boring here, she informed Barbara as they reviewed job postings.

      Barbara nodded, accepting the cup, and Pavlina retreated to her desk. Edita turned her back on the room, putting herself between Barbara and the others. “Bara.”

      Barbara looked at her ruefully.

      “You are too good to that girl.” Edita shook her head. “You should be charging for lessons.”

      Barbara’s mouth tilted up of its own volition. She reached for the letter in Edita’s hand. “I don’t mind. I’m good with languages.”

      “And you are too good to be held back forever,” Edita said, handing it over. “One day, you’ll get your assignment.”

      Barbara looked down, unable to sustain eye contact as she smoothed the envelope shut. She returned it to the spot under her keyboard and nodded.

      Barbara glanced at the row of little pineapple figurines on her desk. Most of the paint had been rubbed off the oldest ones. Unlike Pavlina, she didn’t have a backup plan. Those three little letters behind her name would make all the difference in her chances to get a position doing conservation work. She couldn’t afford to feel sorry for herself or to wallow.

      Two new department requests for item retrieval waited in her inbox. The last was forwarded from Honza with a note: I tried, but this is a job for the superwoman.

      The nickname was as good as an apology. Barbara checked the submitting department and winced. Speak of the devil: Visiting Professor Vogel.

      At the beginning of the term, an old wall had been knocked down as part of the library renovations and revealed a hidden chamber full of materials several centuries old. This kind of discovery would make careers. The role of leading the team to catalog and prepare an exhibit had been the subject of contentious politicking among the faculty and staff.

      The announcement of Visiting Professor Vogel’s assignment was met with a wary pleasure. His particular period of focus, the Bohemian empire during the northern Renaissance, only served to validate the importance of the find. His dissertation had become the book on post-Godswar rare human materials collection and curation.

      Then the man himself had arrived and made his list of requirements, and the surprise had become consternation. A special climate-controlled room with limited security-based access, strict cataloging, rigorous materials handling standards. It might have all been common stuff from his time at Oxford, but it just served to highlight how far behind Žižkov University was in meeting the latest international standards. Nobody liked to be reminded of their flaws, and Vogel identified each with surgical precision and not an ounce of diplomacy.

      Overnight, he’d gone from being a sensation to being tolerated when he could not be avoided entirely. Office gossip expounded Vogel’s reputation as difficult and demanding. A small, selfish part of Barbara hoped the fuss would be enough to take the attention off her and that blasted Christmas party. In any case, she was sure her current status as a pariah would keep her entirely beneath his notice.

      Since each member of Vogel’s team had been handpicked, she hadn’t bothered to submit her proposal for research project to him. The most she’d hoped was that a previously occupied position in the conservation department would open up in the shuffle and she could quietly slip into a fellowship. After today’s rejection, even that hope waned.

      Well, back to work. She called up a chat window to Edita.

      I’ve got a hi-pri for Vogel.

      Edita looked up from her monitor across the room, with wide eyes and gritted teeth. Words appeared on the screen a moment later. Bad luck, that, but if anyone can do it you can.

      Barbara sighed. Can you take one of my others? I’ll give the boring one to Pavlina.

      Send it over.

      The University was still a long way from being fully digitized, but she had to start somewhere. Barbara lost herself in department records first.

      Most library patrons went through the help desk on the main floor for research requests, where a rotating team of graduate assistants helped with first level needs. Whatever they could not handle was escalated to the Reference Librarians. But requests from faculty working on special projects and department heads were sent directly to this smaller team, hand-picked for their ability to handle more complex assignments. It was a prestigious appointment, which made Barbara’s inability to advance beyond it even more frustrating. With her grades, and the time logged in the special assistance office, she should have had her pick of projects.

      Pavlina dragged her away from her desk at lunch. They visited their usual haunt, a basement restaurant that served cheap, starchy meals. She spent lunch picking at the plate of mashed parsnips and cream sauce bathing her cooling chicken, while Pavlina practiced tenses in English by telling Barbara every sordid detail of her previous weekend’s conquest.

      Usually, Barbara found her colleague's exploits amusing, if a bit outlandish, but today they served to remind her of one more area in which her life was deficient. She had no time for relationships, and the few times she’d been out she’d come home early, and alone. After that, it just hadn’t seemed worth the effort.

      She didn’t notice the end of the day until Edita’s shadow fell over her desk.

      “You’ll find it tomorrow,” Edita insisted. “Come, let me buy you a drink.”

      Barbara shook her head. Mustering up a smile took more effort than she expected. “You know how I am.”

      “You already have a lead?” Honza laughed in amazement as he wound the light scarf around his neck.

      It thrilled her to find the unfindable. It was her specialty, and everyone knew it. The one moment that she felt most herself was when she laid hands a missing item—something of value. No matter how chaotic life got, how many opportunities slipped between her fingers, she always had this.

      Still, she shrugged. It would do no good to attract more attention than her reputation already warranted. “Want me to lock up?”

      “If you would,” Honza said as Pavlina trotted to his side. She threw her arms around his waist and chanted for a beer.

      Someone cleared their throat in the doorway, and they all looked up as the head of their department tugged at his lapels. His watery blue eyes swept the room. A tidy man in his mid-sixties, the way he looked at everything, but no one directly, always set Barbara on edge. She couldn’t recall if he’d ever made eye contact with her, in spite of conducting her interview for the research assistant position. “Students.”

      Pavlina sprang back, and Honza rose to his full height.

      “Professor Novak, sir.” He cleared his throat.

      Their boss’s gaze skated over Honza. Barbara took small comfort in knowing everybody got that treatment. Barbara rose, she’d volunteered to lock up, so she might as well deal with whatever Novak wanted. “Can I help you with something, sir?”

      He frowned. “It’s come to my attention that Visiting Professor Vogel is not receiving his requests in a timely manner. Who has been assigned the latest?”

      Honza flushed to the tips of his ears, but Barbara spoke first. “I have, sir.”

      For a flicker of a moment, his gaze alighted on her before drifting over her shoulder. He huffed. “Miss Svobodová. That’s surprising, given your—reputation.”

      Was he referring to her ability to find things, or the drama at Christmas party and the subsequent gossip? She kept her voice even. “The volume Professor Vogel requested is missing. I’ve been in communication with both reference and archives. I’ll have it recovered, sir.”

      “I trust you will,” he said after a long moment of marking the air around her as though trying to determine what she was by the space she occupied.

      She didn’t allow herself to consider what his judgment would be. She had spent too long trying to be accepted. Some days she ached to tell everyone what she thought of the fact that although she had been raised by her Czech mother and Czech was her first language, they still treated her like an outsider because her father had been a foreigner.

      Today, she stuck to diplomacy. “Thank you for your confidence, sir.”

      He exhaled. “I don’t need to remind you how important the visiting professor’s work is for the University. His collection bears an enormous amount of attention from the government as well as the necromancer’s office. Professor Vogel has been judged the best for the job. So we must be the best for ours.”

      Honza’s voice deepened with gravity. “We understand sir.”

      After a moment of itchy silence, Honza’s eyes lit with an idea. Barbara fought the urge to throw a pineapple figurine across the room at him to shut him up.

      “May I suggest assigning Miss Svobodová to the collection team on a full-time basis, so that requests are attended to utilizing her superior retrieval skills?”

      Too late. The project timeline was intense leading up to the exhibit. Vogel’s requests were always challenging. They’d shared them in the past. What if another opportunity for a fellowship came up? Even if she was no stranger to the proposal process, writing each took time. When would she have time for the rest of her work?

      Barbara held her breath, praying Novak would dismiss the proposal.

      “A fine idea,” Novak said at last. “I’d like to avoid this unfortunate incident again. In the future, be sure all requests go to Miss Svobodová. You will see my office if further delay is inevitable. For any reason.”

      When he finally departed, they all took a deep breath.

      Barbara sank into her chair and covered her face with her palms. Her nose was getting red again, she just knew it. Honza’s footsteps hurried across the floor toward her desk. She held up a hand to ward him off.

      He dropped to one knee at her side anyway. “I meant every word. You are the best of us.”

      “And you need someone else to see you work,” Edita conceded. “Someone outside the department, who doesn’t know about that godsdamned party…”

      “The party? The Christmas party? What happened at the party?” Pavlina asked.

      Honza and Edita ignored her.

      “You heard Novak,” Honza said. “He’s the best. And rumor says he’s seeking a permanent position on the faculty, gods help us all.”

      Pavlina bobbed her head eagerly. “And he’s not terrible to look at, for all that. He’s young.”

      “Enough both of you.” Edita scowled, pushing Honza aside to face Barbara. “We all know you didn’t start that business at Christmas. But blame always follows the woman. An ally would help you in the department, and maybe beyond. Getting on Vogel’s good side isn’t a bad idea.”

      Barbara took a deep, shaky breath. She blinked away the memory of Tesarik inviting her to his office down the hall from the party. His stale breath on her face, cornering her. He was old, but so much bigger than her. The distraction of Karel Broucek and another graduate appearing in the doorway as she slipped free. A few moments. Nothing had happened. And yet the trouble had started after.

      “Fine. Thank you, Honza.” She tried to imbue the words with a little gratitude, but came up short.

      Honza studied his wingtips.

      “Come on, now you need a drink.” Edita tugged at her arm. “You can start making yourself indispensable to Professor Vogel first thing in the morning.”
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, the paper trail for the missing book died in archives. She swore and pushed away from her desk. With various parts of the library under reconstruction, it was even more common for something to be misplaced.

      “I’m off.” She turned on her out-of-office message and headed down to archives.

      She checked in with security, affixed her temporary badge, and headed into the stacks. Sometimes an inattentive undergraduate shelved an item improperly, so she started where it should have been. The certainty that it wasn’t there pushed against her breastbone almost as soon as she moved into the collection.

      She found a secluded corner of the stacks and closed her eyes. It would have been easier if she had a visual to go with the catalog data, but she was used to finding books she had never seen. Instead, she held the title, author, and edition information in her mind.

      A tendril of inquiry stretched her fingertips wide. I know you’re out there, and you know I’m looking for you. The thin sensation of familiarity tugged at her awareness. She closed her eyes and breathed deep, letting the tingle spread from her breastbone to her fingertips. Help me out a bit, will you?

      It wasn’t as though she expected it to reply. It was just that she had always had this extra sense of books, like the ability to spot old friends in a crowded room. She didn’t know where it came from or why she had it. But she had to use it, that was the first rule. Disuse had done her mother in. In the end, all that unspent grace—a word less dangerous than magic—had rotted inside her. The second rule, that she must never reveal them, was a necessary precaution.

      There were rewards for reporting creatures of magic to the necromancer. And thought this little trick—this bit of grace, as her mother called it—seemed hardly worth the attention, there was no mistaking it for a normal human skill. Because it wasn’t the only strange thing she could do.

      Combining it with her work seemed like the best path. The library was safe, full of rare and valuable books occasionally lost or misplaced in the course of study. Plenty of opportunities for her to use her grace in a way that would not attract any undue attention.

      A flash of light flickered against the corner of her right eyelid. She opened her eyes and followed it to a row of offices in the back. The conservator for collections was a middle-aged man that could have been Honza’s cranky uncle. She knocked, but no one answered. Urgency warred with propriety.

      Urgency won. She tried it. Locked.

      Barbara stared at the knob. “You should be unlocked.”

      She wrapped her fingers around the knob. After a moment of hesitation, the lock gave. She flipped on the light and ventured inside. At the sight of the books stacked in piles with loose papers between them, she wondered how he could find anything. She let the tingle at the tips of her fingers lead, scanning spines as she went until the tingle became a burn.

      She set aside the papers on top of the stack as she uncovered her prize. The worn binding and natty edges of the slim volume indicated why it had wound up on the conservator’s desk. But the paper trail that should have followed it was absent.

      “You there!”

      She leaped at the shout from the doorway, jostling the table. She just managed to catch the stack of books and papers before they tumbled to the floor. The staff conservator glared at her from the doorway.

      “How did you get in here?”

      At her silence, he repeated himself in English between clenched jaws. He crossed the room in a few strides, eyes narrowing.

      That pricked Barbara’s tongue into motion. In Czech, she replied, “It was unlocked.”

      Somewhat.

      Breaking into the office of a member of the faculty was far worse than getting accosted at a Christmas party. A formal reprimand would go in her permanent record. It took her two tries to catch the badge pinned to her chest with shaking fingers. She snagged it, thrusting her shoulders back and lifting her chin. “I’m with the research assistant office.”

      “You don’t have permission to be in here,” he said. “What is that?”

      For a moment, she thought he would try to snatch the book out of her hands.

      Give up the book, part of her screamed. But the other part, the one that had had led her this far, refused to surrender her prize.

      She tightened her grip, holding it to her chest. “Professor Novak has indicated the full force of our efforts be directed to responding to requests from Visiting Professor Vogel.”

      Recognition bloomed on his mottled face. He paled at the name, and she wondered at the effect Vogel had on the staff. Might as well use it in her favor.

      “Research has been looking for this item for two weeks.” Her voice steadied, and she lifted her the book like a talisman. “You can imagine his displeasure with not being able to locate it.”

      “That book has been pulled from circulation for repair.”

      “Strange, I didn’t find the appropriate records indicating that, sir.” She emphasized the title.

      He drew up, sputtering. “Are you accusing me…?”

      She knew she should quit now, but the conservator she wanted to be stole her tongue.

      “And a book of this significance deserved its own footprint,” she said, sweeping the room in her glare. “Not stacked in a pile of papers like so much rubbish.”

      His teeth shut with a clack. The muscle in his cheek jumped and flared.

      “If you will excuse me,” Barbara said, drawing herself up to her full height. She was eye to eye with his lapel. “You may wish to submit a request to the collections department to have it returned when Professor Vogel has completed his review. Thank you for your time…sir.”

      The conservator stepped aside to let her pass.
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        * * *

      

      When Barbara peeked into the rooms designated for the special collection team on the upper floors of the library building, she paused to admire the recent improvements. Vogel had gotten more than a few of his wishes, despite the reticence of—and cost to—the department.

      The entire team was gathered in the study at the far end of the hall with his temporary nameplate in the slot beside the door. The cataloging and appraisal of the recently uncovered collection was an interdisciplinary effort, a chance for multiple programs to participate in a rare find of national significance. She recognized three graduate students from her own courses, two from the humanities department, one from forensics. The two she didn’t recognize must have been the zombies. Honza was right: they did look like normal people.

      The study had been converted into a classroom of sorts, with the students occupying a random assortment of chairs semi-circled around a blackboard on which a Latin phrase had been written in precise, if hasty, script. As an undergrad, she had taken a graphology seminar and found the subject so fascinating she continued her study. She noted the articulated, well-spaced letters, the 't’s crossed high, and the pressure that had left chalk dust everywhere. The writer was stubborn, committed, and private.

      That familiar tingle itched at her breastbone and her fingertips.

      She hesitated in the back of the room, unsure of why her grace was firing now.

      Professor Tobias Vogel leaned against the windowsill on the far side of the room with his arms folded over his chest. The chalk dangled in his hand. He shifted, a quick, familiar motion to push the glasses up his patrician nose before tucking his hand back into the crook of his elbow. The chalk left a streak on the cuff of his eggshell shirt.

      She’d seen his photo in the press announcement. The unsmiling intensity of his gaze commanded attention, but with an unusual reserve that made him seem much older. He dressed well—if a bit like a professor twice his age. The wool vest looked tailored, nipping into his waist over the band of matching slacks.

      In person, she noted a nose a touch broader and a mouth a bit fuller than the camera revealed. The warm cast to his skin made him seem to glow with health, vitality. The window at his back framed him in the weak afternoon sunlight and brightened the strands of close-cut wavy hair into shades of warm earth and honey. Though he stood motionless, there was something active in him, as though always moving, considering.

      The tingle in her chest blossomed into something denser and more layered than she was accustomed to feeling from a book.

      “I am waiting,” he barked in English.

      Barbara wasn’t the only one who jumped. Her fingers clenched the book in her hands. She should have listened to Edita and sent the book via intra-office delivery. Now was not the time to make her first impression.

      A desk, complete with a leather messenger bag, worn soft with use and slung over the chair back, was a few steps away. She thanked heavens she’d picked ballet flats this morning as she slipped toward it.

      “Someone in this room has to have more than a basic understanding of the finer points of Latin translation? Anyone?” His voice rose as he switched to Czech. “You—in the back.”

      Barbara froze. All eyes in the room went to her. Heat crept up her collar. Her throat abruptly dried. She pointed at her own chest, brows raised.

      “Yes, you. You’re late.”

      “I’m sorry to disturb you, Professor,” she said, keeping her address formal. “Research assistant’s office. Since we located the item in question this morning, I thought it best to deliver it immediately.”

      His brows rose. He leaned forward, touching the frames of his glasses as if to be sure they were still there. “That was not a question. I've been made aware of your assignment, Miss Svobodová.”

      A jolt went through her at the sound of her name.

      American though he might be, and Oxford-trained, he navigated the complex rise and fall of her surname perfectly. His Czech was impeccable. For the first time, she paused to contemplate just who Professor Tobias Vogel was.

      Her grip on the book relaxed as the urge to bolt turned to intrigue.

      Beneath the lenses of his glasses, eyes the colors of cold ash met hers. Her stomach filled with the languid buzzing of summer bees.

      He continued to stare.

      When he leaned back, his voice was as cool as his gaze. “I was assured the most efficient and skilled technician would be locating my requests for this project. I have to say it’s not a ringing vote of confidence in the training of the undergraduates.”

      Pity filled the faces of students between them.

      Heat flared in Barbara’s neck, soon to make its way to her cheeks, where, no doubt even with her complexion, embarrassment would make itself vividly evident.

      “If that will be all…” His attention returned to the chalkboard.

      Barbara glared at the words scrawled on the black surface. Latin she had, no grace required. “It’s wrong.”

      The weight of a stadium full of gazes would have been half of his when it returned to her.

      “What you have there. ‘Stamus contra malo.’” She paused, “‘We stand against evil.’’ It should be ‘stamus contra malum.’ It’s a mistranslation.”

      The students’ attention flew to him in unison, as though following a particularly gripping tennis match.

      Professor Vogel lifted his chalk hand, index finger tapping his chin as his eyes narrowed in consideration. “Correct.”

      He did have a fabulous mouth, she considered, clearing her throat. But she wasn’t here to show him up. She needed him to appreciate her expertise. He was her fresh chance—maybe a last one. And this time she would be circumspect and remember to keep her distance. She would be precise and professional and direct. She set the book on his desk with care and turned to leave. A click of recognition made her pause.

      She glanced over her shoulder at the board. “The quote is from The Phantom, I believe. It’s the motto of the Jungle Patrol. An American comic book.”

      Someone in the room coughed to conceal a laugh. She straightened her back, smoothing her hands on the skirt of her floral-print wrap dress. “If you’ll excuse me. Tempus fugit, and all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Tobias’s father once told him that the problem with acting like the smartest guy in the room was that you were in constant danger of getting knocked on your ass by someone smarter with less to lose. He’d been trying to warn a twelve-year-old who delighted in showing off his intellectual prowess to the annoyance of everyone present.

      At twenty-eight, Tobias finally admitted that maybe his father had been on to something.

      Barbara Svobodová stalked away, her hips bouncing with the force of her stride beneath her ramrod-straight spine. Tendrils of curly hair escaped her bun with every step.

      It was much better than the meek way she’d slunk into the room. The hint of bergamot had caught his attention first. It was all he could do not to acknowledge her right away. In a land of straight lines and hard angles, she was Art Nouveau with swooping, graceful curves. How a woman like that expected to go unnoticed was beyond him.

      And there was nothing timid about the way her eyes glittered, even as the flush rose from her throat to the line of her cheeks. In heels, the chin she jutted out proudly as she corrected the translation would have brushed his solar plexus.

      He tore his eyes back to the room of goggle-eyed students. His thoughts weren’t so easily redirected.

      He’d only been informed of her assignment this morning, presumably after he’d given Novak his opinion on the delays coming from the research desk. This had been an attempt to mollify him, but it galled him to no end that Barbara Svobodová was the newest entry on the list of people to be managed.

      Still, something about the name gave him pause: not ‘Barbora,’ as he would have expected, though her last name was as Czech as it came.

      Part of him rose in curiosity. The same part of him that always cringed as people meeting him for the first time after correspondence or phone conversation looked twice at his appearance. The boldest or most tone deaf even dared, “Where are you from again?”

      He could calculate the moment they decided to accept or reject him because of their own confusion.

      Be grateful, his mother always said. At least you know right away who’s worth your time.

      Now here was Barbara Svobodová, the best research assistant in the department, skilled at finding anything she put her mind to, the head of the department had announced in a tone of desperate pride, his shifty gaze sliding away from Tobias before it could fully settle.

      There had been no photos in the student directory so her appearance had been a surprise. Tawny brown skin and cheeks dusted with freckles like shaved chocolate on an ice cream cone. That generous bow-shaped mouth, even tightening to a grim line, couldn’t hide a plump, biteable lower lip. She was different. Just like him.

      Late to the office that morning, he’d nearly collided with Professor Klisak from Archives in the faculty lounge. Since the older man was one of the few faculty who didn’t seem to back up a step when Tobias approached, Tobias asked for a second opinion in the faculty lounge before he headed up to the lab. “Henri, do you know a Barbara Svobodová?”

      Klisak leaned on the door frame. “Small thing. Curly hair. Very brown, yes?”

      Tobias gritted his teeth. “I haven’t met her.”

      “Excellent student,” Klisak said. “Top of her class. Having some problems in the doctorate program, I hear. Personality issues.”

      Tobias had been the subject of enough gossip to know it when he heard it. He’d worked his ass off at Oxford to stand out and been called in to help on translations and dating of items and collections most of his peers dreamed of. He should have had his choice of teaching positions. But somewhere along the way, he’d gotten the reputation of being difficult to work with, and for. As a result, he spent the final portion of his doctoral studies traveling to threatened locations around the world to find and recover materials lost during the Godswar with a team more concerned with staying alive than keeping on his good side.

      He’d seen life outside of the Necromancer Azrael’s territory. How uncertain the world still was, even a generation after the Godswar. Not all necromancers patronized the arts and sciences, investing so much into maintaining the civilization of the humans they now ruled. And not all had such benign relationships with supernatural creatures in their territories.

      When the offer to come home to Prague arrived, he jumped on it.

      Longing for family—the sprawling, rowdy Vogel clan—was a tangible thing in his chest. He knew he’d made the right decision when he’d stepped off the plane, but deciding to come back, to settle down, meant he no longer had the luxury of disregarding the effect his personality had on people. He intended to try for a permanent position on the university faculty, but he hadn’t exactly made friends since the start of the term.

      Tobias had been puzzled by the first student complaint against him. The second was of greater concern.

      His father had once drawn him a Venn diagram of the things it took to be successful. Three circles: Be Nice. Be On Time. Do Good Work. “You can get by with two out of three, but only just.”

      His work was impeccable. He was prompt to a fault. But nice eluded him.

      He’d always understood words when confined to books. Languages came, if not easily, then reliably enough with practice. He’d grown up bouncing between English and German at home, and picked up Czech in school and in public through sheer dedication. Latin and Greek were necessities of his profession. French and Russian were natural expansions. Sanskrit and Aramaic were eccentric, but had proven useful a time or two. He should have been capable of a little diplomacy in any of them. Somehow when it came to social interaction, things got tangled up and made a mess of him on their way from his head to his tongue.

      As a child, a stammer and the resulting attention it drew made everything worse. He’d learned to be terse because it gave him fewer opportunities to make an idiot of himself.

      Say what you mean, his father urged him. Say it simply.

      But keep a good intention in your heart, his mother interrupted.

      Instead he’d humiliated Barbara Svobodová in front of a room full of her peers.

      Only he’d failed in that, too. She was smart enough to see the trick he’d posed to his team, and clever enough recognize nuance in the work wasn’t just the translation, but the understanding of context provided by culture. Her voice shook the whole time. He would have traded the whole room full of highly recommended doctoral students for one library assistant.

      He was going to have to make this right.

      By the time Tobias finished his lecture and assigned reading to his team, it was almost lunchtime. One hand slid over the cover of the slim volume on his desk and, for a moment, he imagined the imprint of her fingertips underneath his. After lunch, then. He made the mistake of checking his email before heading down to the library research assistant office. Four hours after pouring through initial dating reports, team member dossiers, and ignoring press requests for interviews, he packed up his bag, locked his door, and headed to the elevator.

      He got lost in the warren of halls twice before he found the office where the research assistants were kept. It was a small, cubby-like space, lined with bookshelves broken up with two rectangular windows. A portable space heater that looked older than he was collected dust in the far corner. A man and a woman looked up from their conversation by the coat rack. Their eyes widened in an expression he recognized all too well.

      “Professor Vogel.” The man stuck his hand out. “Honza Ruska. Lead research assistant. Such a pleasure.”

      “Barbara Svobodová,” Tobias announced before he remembered his new commitment and took the hand. “Pleased to meet you. I’m looking for Barbara. Slečna Svobodová.”

      “She left,” the young woman said. She was the color of fresh cream and stared at him with vivid blue eyes, contemplating him like a cat stalking a slow-moving bird. “She had a rough day. I’m Pavlina Horsakova, professor. Pleased.”

      Tobias didn’t exactly recoil, but he released her hand as quickly as possible and stepped back. “Pleased, ah. Thank you for your time. Good evening⁠—”

      “I forgot my damned keys, again,” a familiar voice said behind him. “Oh. Professor.”

      Tobias stepped aside as Barbara bustled into the room, wearing a short, carmine-colored hooded cape belted at the waist. The hood pooled around her shoulders and wild tangles of dark hair framed her face.

      Something impossible kicked in his chest.

      “Miss Svobodová,” he said, aware that they were in her domain and they had an audience. “I’m glad I caught you.”

      She stared up at him as one might contemplate a snake to determine whether it was poisonous.

      “I saw your request,” she said. “I’ve already called it up from Archives and will have it on your desk first thing in the morning.”

      He shifted on his feet, trying again. Keep it simple, stupid. “I came to apologize.”

      She drew up, clearly determining the viper to be deadly. “No need, sir. I understand your frustration with the delay. I’ll work harder to get your requests met in a timelier fashion.” She aimed a sideways glance at the tall man, who tugged at his collar and made an in-depth study of his wingtips.

      “I assure you, you have full access to my resources—” she said, pausing at her own words. The pale woman coughed behind her hand and focused her attention on her scarf. Barbara swallowed hard but pressed on. “For the duration of your work on the collection.”

      Tobias stared. He’d been quiet too long.

      “I…” Words jumbled up in his mouth, pushing against his tongue and his teeth, but his tongue refused to work. I will be calm. I will speak simply and clearly. I will not stammer.

      Barbara saved him with polite dismissal. “Is there anything else you needed, Professor?”

      “That’s all,” he managed.

      “Tomorrow then,” she said with strained smile.

      He knew an escape when it was offered. He nodded to the other two with a curt dobrý večer and stalked away.

      “Good evening,” Pavlina sang after him.
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        * * *

      

      To avoid a crowded tram ride home, Tobias took the cobblestone walkway along the river. The dusk air was thick with springtime, blooming things and fresh leaves and the small, furred animals that claimed the darkness.

      The ruins of the old Vysehrad fortress atop the shadowed hill behind his building called to him. Only the vestiges of humanity stopped him from flinging his pack and his suit jacket on the front stairs of the building and racing into the trees.

      When they came to Prague, his parents had sunk everything they had left into a shabby building on a narrow strip between the fortress hill and the river. This had been the only home he’d ever really known.

      He jammed his key into the familiar lock on the building door. Home.

      Each floor of the now-restored building had a memory attached: the year Chris was born, the year Mom started taking Mark to the woods on weekends, the year Issy left for the Praha Dance Academy. It had been finished and the empty units rented out by the time he’d been accepted at Oxford as one of the youngest students in the college’s history.

      Tobias paused at the flat on the top floor of the building. Ten years, three degrees, and a profession later, he was back where he started.

      His parents insisted Tobias stay at home until he got on his feet. And given the visiting professor salary, it did help. For now. He took a deep breath.

      Beryl met him in the hallway, unfazed by the wide-eyed, bristling expression on his face. He didn’t know when he’d stopped thinking of her as ‘mom,' only that it began the night she turned him out into the woods and let the beast claim him. Knowing she wouldn’t have been able to stop it didn’t soothe the sense that she had abandoned him to a wilderness in his own heart that he hadn't known existed until it dragged him in.

      “Just a few hours until dark, be patient,” she murmured, rocking back on her heels. “I’ve been calling all day. Didn’t you get my messages?”

      He shook his head, shrugging out of his cross-body bag and his jacket. He toed off his shoes. “I keep forgetting to turn my phone on.”

      “Then set up your voicemail,” she said, hands on hips. “I am tired of leaving messages with the department secretary. My Czech is abominable.”

      He adjusted his glasses and stared down at his mother. “It’s perfectly fine.”

      “Wanted to make sure you didn’t stop and eat on your way home,” she said, pausing. “Mark is here. We’re doing family dinner.”

      Tension crawled through Tobias’s chest. Of all nights. He hadn’t wolfed out in weeks, and he didn’t know if he had it in him to deal with his brother. His mother rested a hand over his heart. “He’s changed. You both have. Give him a chance. You used to be so close, thick as thieves.”

      He resented how eagerly Mark took to the dual life. Intense but uncomplicated, Mark embraced this aspect of himself as Tobias had never learned to, loved it even. Tobias had fought his wolf to a draw, learned to tolerate and give it what it needed—but just.

      Mark and their father were playing chess in the living room. The older man rose with a grin that was like looking into a mirror and hugged Tobias. Tobias didn’t miss the flicker that crossed Mark’s face at the sight of the easy affection between them. Childish as it was, he marked a point in his favor.

      Their father never seemed to notice the rivalry in its many dimensions, or, if he did, he ignored it. “Stay close, you’re up next. I’m about to clean your brother’s clock.”

      Case in point. Mark frowned at both of them—he’d never gotten over his annoyance that their father insisted on speaking German at home.

      Compact and muscular, Mark took after their mother as closely as Tobias resembled their father. Their younger siblings settled somewhere between their parents in feature and temperament, softening the dynamic of the rivalry. Somewhat.

      “Gonna drop off my bag,” Tobias said to relieve the tension. “Christof home?”

      “Yo, brother!” The bellow from the hall was his answer. “Come check out this new Radiohead album.”

      At nineteen, Christof was the youngest of the Vogel siblings and the tallest. He hadn’t yet grown into his frame, but the strength in his long limbs had increased steadily over the years.

      When Tobias rounded the doorway into his room, his baby brother’s lanky body was sprawled on his bed. Chris was listening to a CD, wearing baggy sweatpants and one of their father’s old sweaters. He brushed a forelock of overly long, wavy brown hair out of his eye and grinned, comfortable in his skin—wolf and human—as Tobias could never be.

      Tobias wanted to be mad for the invasion of his personal space, but he just couldn’t hold on to it. Chris always had a way of softening the edges in situations. Releasing his wolf around Mark became much easier for Tobias once Chris transitioned.

      “Where is Issy?” Tobias asked as they sat down to dinner.

      “Too good for us lowly Vogels.” Mark laughed. “The Academy, where else?”

      Beryl shot him a look. “Isela has a seminar with a visiting lecturer from the Sur American school.”

      Tobias knew how reluctant she had been to let Isela attend the Praha Dance Academy as a resident student. But since the third Vogel sibling showed no inclination to transition, having her out of the house and focused on her training made keeping her ignorant of the family’s secrets easier. Still, Tobias suspected it wasn’t as easy for Beryl to let her go even the short distance away. He’d have to speak to Issy about coming home more often.

      Midway through dinner, Tobias was itching to get out of his skin. Mark, who never kept his wolf in check enough to reach that level of frustration, delighted in verbally sparring with him. Oblivious, Chris helped himself to his third serving of mashed potatoes. Beryl slid the platter with the remainder of a roast chicken toward him, and he grunted thanks.

      Tobias gave up when Mark snatched the last roll. “I gotta go for a run.”

      “I’m sure you do.” Mark smirked at him with a knowing look.

      “Why don’t you go together?” Their father suggested.

      Before Tobias could come up with an excuse, Mark sneered. “No can do. Got a hot date.”

      “Chris?” Tobias asked out of politeness.

      “Saving it for the weekend, brother,” Chris said around a mouth full of chicken wing. “Why don’t you come with us? It’s a shit ton better than sneaking around the park at night.”

      “Afraid you can’t keep up?” Mark narrowed his eyes.

      “Boys.” Beryl sighed.

      Tobias rose. “Thanks for dinner.”

      He dressed in shorts and a t-shirt, ratty running shoes on his feet. He tucked his key in his hiding spot near the garage and set out into the park. The full dark welcomed him as he jogged up the winding switchback trail, taking a detour off the main track into the denser woods before he got to the park.

      Once the founding fortification of the city, Vysehrad’s few ramparts and walls served as reminders of the footprint the fortress had once held. Now the ruins were a city park. After dark, it was abandoned except for the odd drunk and partying teenagers.

      He slipped his clothes under a dense collection of branches, glasses tucked into one shoe.

      The sharpening of his eyesight was the only thing he loved about his wolf. He’d worn glasses since he was seven, and seeing unaided for the first time had been a revelation. It was the saving grace of the transition that would have otherwise driven him mad. Each time his mind tried to panic, he returned to the glory of sight, sharper even than his human eyes could have been.

      Tonight was the same. The wolf rose before he could check it, swallowing him up. Gone was the panic and disorientation. He took comfort in knowing that it wasn’t as though his brain was somehow shut off. He had the same reasoning faculties as he did as a human, a certain advantage when he was a larger-than-average wolf in a city park. He kept to the shadows, running until his tongue lolled and his breath came in enormous bursts.

      A scurrying motion caught his attention next and he hunted. He was full from dinner, the cooked food rich and greasy in his feral belly. Though he usually didn’t hunt for sport, he imagined the large, trash-eating rats wouldn’t count.

      It was almost midnight when he stood on the highest part of the fortress walls, looking out over the river bathed in the wan light of the crescent moon. The wind came to him clearest here, bringing the whole city with it. He drew in a big breath, searching for the faintest aroma of bergamot and oranges. The image of Barbara Svobodová appeared in the wolf mind, before he could stop himself.

      His ear flicked, catching the sound of a human step, and, reluctantly, he retreated to the shadows and the spot where he had left his humanity folded beneath a bush.

      He slipped into the apartment shoeless, brushing his feet off fastidiously on the mat. In the kitchen, Beryl sat on the stool beside the window overlooking the park. He didn’t need to ask. She always waited up for them, long after they were as comfortable in their fur as they were in their human skins.

      Bathed in the thin gold light of the overhead lamp, she sat with legs folded, looking like some ancient deity. Beneath a brightly patterned scarf, a lock or two of hair spilled free, the tiny shell at the end identical to the ones she peered at on the square of velvet cloth covering the counter.

      Tobias glanced at the pile of scattered cowrie on his way to the refrigerator and pitched his voice low. “Anything interesting coming?”

      She sucked her teeth lightly and took a sip from the teacup at her fingertips. “Prescience isn’t my gift.”

      “Doesn’t stop you from trying,” he chuckled, pulling out the containers of leftovers. They were still warm. “Can’t believe Christof left anything.”

      “He’s a growing boy,” she said, returning to her shells. “You all were. Still are, by the look of it.”

      His belly rumbled. She laughed and slipped fluidly off the stool as though it didn’t involve detangling her feet and ankles from impossible resting spots against her hips. She opened the cabinet and brought down a plate.

      “It’s the transition,” he said, his mouth around a cold chicken leg. “Takes a lot out of me.”

      “It wouldn’t take so much,” she murmured, heaping green beans, potatoes, and gravy in a pile, “if you didn’t put it off.”

      He shook his head and took the full plate to the microwave with one hand, while he maneuvered the bone in his teeth with the other, sucking off the last of the edible meat. His molars closed and the bone snapped satisfyingly. When he turned around, sucking the marrow around the sharp edges, her brows were up.

      Shoulders hunched, he spat the bone into the trash. He jumped a little at the touch of her hand on his shoulder.

      “You don’t have to be ashamed of what you are.”

      He closed his eyes. When he turned again, she was back on her stool. She peered at her shells, cocking her head side to side as though they were a puzzle that would resolve if she looked just right.

      “I see where Isela gets it from,” he said, trying to lighten the mood.

      Distracted, a half smile made the years fall away from her features, and her eyes came up again.

      “The…” He waved his arms, pantomiming the quick twists and turns it took to get her legs in that complete, tidy lotus. “Dancing thing.”

      “A yoga class or two wouldn’t kill you, Tobias Vogel.” She chuckled. “You might find you like it. I started a new morning class at 6:30 on Tuesdays. You should come down on your way to work…” She paused and he held his breath, waiting for the inevitable. “There are several nice young ladies⁠—”

      “Beryl.” The microwave switched off and he hurried to open it before it could finish chiming.

      “From what I overhear in the dressing room, there is a serious shortage of educated, professional, handsome men in this city.”

      He groaned, balancing the hot plate on the tips of his fingers. “Are you running a yoga studio or a dating service?”

      “You see these arms.” She held them up as gracefully as a ballerina’s port de bras. “Empty. I have three adult sons —”

      “And a daughter,” he whispered, lifting his fork.

      “Isela’s too busy courting gods to fall for an ordinary man.”

      He set it down with a wry grin. “Thanks?”

      “That’s not what I meant,” she hissed. “Is it too much to ask for you to just look? You might surprise yourself. Your father and I aren’t getting any younger…”

      “Gods, you guys are so loud.” Chris rubbed his eyes from the doorway, thin legs poking out of athletic shorts. Equally thin arms dangled from a faded Pearl Jam t-shirt—one of Mark’s hand-me-downs. “Do I smell food?”

      Tobias sighed and slid the plate across the counter. “Fork, or do you want to just plant your face in it?”

      Chris gave him a withering look as he plucked the fork from Tobias’s hand. “She giving you the grandkids speech?”

      Tobias rubbed his forehead.

      “You should check out the class, though,” Chris said around a mouthful of potatoes. He wagged his eyebrows. “There are some girls in there, man…”

      He waved his fork and gravy splashed onto the wall. He hurried to clean it up.

      Tobias held up a hand. “Enough, both of you. This collection is going to be a full-time job plus. And then there’s this⁠—”

      He gestured at his sweaty clothes and rubbed a hand through his hair. Flecks of leaves fluttered around him. The emotion that rose in his voice surprised him. “I need a shower. G’night.”

      His mother and brother stared at him: Chris, with dumbfounded surprise, and worse, his mother, with pity.
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        * * *

      

      Beryl Gilman Vogel watched the doorway long after her middle son was gone. It was impossible not to ache, seeing how lost he was in his own skin. Even after she reminded herself that his path was his to walk, she wished she could shoulder some of his solitude. It didn’t seem fair that he should have to carry such an enormous secret alone.

      “What the hell was that all about?” Christof muttered, filling a glass with sparkling water and drinking it down in one long slurp. A belch roared up from beneath his solar plexus. “Sorry, Ma.”

      She shook her head at him, and then froze as the thing troubling her about her middle son and the strange pattern the cowrie had fallen into clicked into alignment. Something was coming for him. Something big. Shadows still, too small the make out the details, but dangerous.

      Christof crowded over, unable to hide his interest in her craft. He peered at the shells as she scrabbled through the drawer next to the sink for matches and a bit of incense. He started to speak, but she waved a hand for silence.

      The small reed-thin curl of smoke turned green when she began to murmur a little song her mother had sung to her from the cradle. Protection. Wisdom. Fortitude. She contemplated the small knife in the drawer. No, too early to jump to conclusions.

      Give more than you take. Offer what you must, when you have to, and never more. The tenants of her craft. Blood was always a last resort.

      “Everything ok, Ma?”

      She patted his hand but didn’t cease chanting, casting her glance again at the doorway Tobias had exited. The shower was still running. Good. She was too far from the ocean, but this would have to do. She poured a little sea salt into the blue glass bowl and filled it with water.

      “Can you tell me anything?”

      “Need an offering,” she muttered.

      “Bowls, blue, water, saltwater, Omaaya.” He fumbled the name, but returned with the bottle of white wine before she could ask.

      Wise boy. Would have made a strong witch. She had been careful to hide her disappointment when she lost him to the wolf. She consoled herself with the knowledge that others of her kind were coming. Soon now, by the look of things.

      Christof squinted. “That bad, huh?”

      She lit the candle and took a sip of wine. “A door is opening for your brother.”

      “Doors are good things, right?” Christof ticked off his fingertips. “Opportunity? Change? Maybe it’s cause he’s back in Prague. Hey. Praha. Prah means ‘threshold,’ right?”

      She patted his cheek, grateful always for the anchor her youngest son provided. He returned her smile with a sweetness that hadn’t changed since his first. It would have been nice to have another witch in the family. One could be wolf or witch, or neither, like Isela, who was a puzzle she still hadn’t solved.

      And Christof never fully let go of the little things she’d taught him as a boy. Knowing the wild herbs she liked to collect, he always made sure to bring her favorites when he returned from spending the weekend at the cabin. He’d was the only one that remembered her songs, though he confused them with mantras and seemed puzzled when he was unable to find them in any of her yoga texts. Perhaps there was a little witch in him, after all.

      But she could not have him interfere in Tobias’s path. It might endanger them both. Great mother, guard my son. Keep the light on his path through the shadows close around him. Long have I served you. Grant me this.

      She smiled at her baby and offered what reassurance she could. “A door is also a barrier, a gate, protection. And some barriers should not come down.”
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