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            PRAISE FOR THE SENNENWOLF SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “A playful twist on the fantasy genre… Who knew witches liked to party?”

        -Kirkus

      

      

      
        
        “…A series worth committing to. Very highly recommend.”

        -Readers’ Favorite

      

      

      
        
        “Mutual interests give way to an unlikely alliance between a powerful wielder and the imminent Male Alpha of Velm in Capes’s beautiful, romantic fantasy novel West of Jaws.”

        -Foreword

      

      

      

      
        
        “A perfect read for fans of Witcher and similar fantasies.”

        -IndieReader

      

      

      
        
        “A rich fantasy romance with characters you’ll love and a twisting storyline that will keep you hooked.”

        -LoveReading

      

      

      

      
        
        “I just want to say that I loved Helisent from the moment I first met her in West of Jaws, sprawled on the ground in the midst of a temper tantrum.”

        -Coralie Moss, author of Calliope Jones and Sister Witches
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            HELLO, READERS…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Here’s where I ‘part the veil’ to give you a heads up about Red Gold. There’s not much to say this time around, except that I hope this fantasy world gives you respite.

      

        

      
        I hope it encourages you to seek out relationships that fulfill you. I hope it encourages you to stand up for yourself. I hope this story brings you a joy the world can’t tarnish.

      

        

      
        Bliss will set us free, after all.

      

        

      
        Enjoy!

        Capes

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREVIOUSLY IN THE SENNENWOLF SERIES…

          

        

      

    

    
      Following a disastrous return to Bellator last year, Samson is ousted from Velm by his father, who leads a rebel group known as the Leolites. Having lost Rex and Berevald, Samson flees his capital with only a long-lost relative at his side, Hadadrimmon 342 Aithesson.

      To rescue Imperatriz 713 Afador from the remote island of Pit, the young Kulapsifang forges a relationship with a powerful limestone wand from Helisent West of Jaws.

      With Vexen magic at his disposal, Samson manages to wield a portal that transports Imperatriz from Pit to Mieira. Reunited, the Afadors begin the arduous process of prying Velm from the Leolites alongside Brutatalika and her pack.

      After gathering the necessary forces, the wolves call on Helisent and the Bloodies to march south and help them retake Bellator. The journey is laden with unpleasant surprises, but the Afadors and their allies reach the capital city in one piece.

      There, they find Clearbold’s corpse. A hectic battle then ensues; the Leolites are ousted and flee westward.

      When the dust settles, it is revealed that the fates of Helisent West of Jaws and Samson 714 Afador are intertwined thanks to a powerful curse from the witch’s mother, Andromeda North of Skull.

      With the city safe, Helisent and the Bloodies return to Luz. Meanwhile, in Bellator, Samson grapples with the possibility of becoming the Male Host of Vex.
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            INTERLUDE I

          

          (DON’T TALK LIKE THAT)
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      Brutatalika and I walk slowly down a residential street in Bellator.

      The air is warm, the sunlight pale in the early morning.

      Blooming linden and oak trees dot the wide lane, swaying in the breeze. A few lingonberry bushes cling to the single-story homes. Tiny birds dart amid their branches noisily.

      This early, shutters cover the windows, the front doors sealed shut.

      Only one wolf has woken in time to see us pass. An elderly wolf leans from her open front door, facing us. She pulls her shawl over her shoulders, narrowing her eyes toward where I walk with Brutatalika at my side.

      Her wrinkled features bunch with a smile.

      “Kulapsifang Laita,” she calls to me in a croaking voice. She turns to Brutatalika. “Alpha Draga.”

      Laita; male. Draga; female.

      My wife and I bow our heads and smile, small and fake, as we pass her.

      Our shoulders are close, but they don’t brush.

      When we pass the elder female, Brutatalika readjusts her stuffed satchel on her shoulder, inching further away from me.

      Since we left the palace twenty minutes ago, I’ve scripted a few gentle goodbyes. Half of me is relieved to have the next weeks to myself; the rest of me feels guilty. Nearby, my wife will meet her pack in a plaza. From there, she’ll travel with Verita, Leda, and Exultet south to Rouz to stabilize the city council and re-establish communication between the cities. I’ll wait behind in Bellator with Imperatriz.

      Since I told Brutatalika about my relationship with Helisent two months ago, we’ve barely spoken.

      She listened to my story⁠—

      About a desperate partnership to find Oko and Anesot; about a surprising love that followed; about a scramble to survive all that’s come since.

      We’ve spoken almost exclusively in public since then. She spares glances and words for me when I don’t clean the sink well enough after shaving, when she wants me to pass her a plate during meals, when I get in her way and she doesn’t feel like touching me.

      The only coup is that she hasn’t abandoned our shared room.

      At night, before her breathing deepens with sleep, I apologize in incongruous ways.

      “I hope you have sweet dreams.”

      “The cherry blossoms will bloom soon.”

      “Your new earrings are lovely.”

      Useless sentiments like that.

      (Here’s the truth: I’ve never broken anyone’s heart before, and I’m not handling it well, and it’s starting to break my heart, too.)

      Brutatalika sighs as the plaza comes into view.

      I hold back my own, hellbent on putting on a brave face.

      The wide street leads to a square plaza neatly gridded with mature trees. In its center sits a marble water fountain with animals carved into its lip; mongooses, snakes, and swans all nipping at one another in a graceful circle.

      Past the fountain on the far side of the plaza, my mother waits with Brutatalika’s packmates. The women appear to be chatting happily, their voices low.

      I fall still, shielding us behind a few bulky maple trees.

      Brutatalika doesn’t stop, heading straight for her packmates.

      “Tali,” I call quietly.

      She turns around, but she doesn’t retrace her steps to stand with me beneath the maples.

      She lifts her eyebrows, waiting. Despite her poor mood, she hasn’t let up on her personal care. Every blue-black hair is gelled into place on her scalp, and her bun is tight and round. Her new golden earrings twinkle, matching the perfectly shone torc hugging her neck.

      All of my scripted words disintegrate in my head, syllable by syllable.

      I take a step toward her. “I hope you’re safe. And I hope you’re happy with your pack. I hope all of you enjoy Rouz.”

      I hope I haven’t destroyed that type of happiness, too.

      Brutatalika watches me, totally still. “It will be a relief not to smell your ala, Samson 714 Afador.”

      She turns on her heels; I’m glad she turns away—my jaw actually drops.

      I stay hidden amid the maples’ shadows as she crosses the plaza. Her packmates turn when they smell her, faces alight with smiles. Imperatriz, too.

      My mother greets her and then, after a few quick words, Brutatalika leads her pack toward the dirt road that leads to Rouz.

      Imperatriz watches them go.

      When they’ve cleared the plaza, she turns and locks her gaze on me. With a sigh, she wanders past the fountain toward where I stand under the trees.

      “Atali.” Imperatriz joins me, reaching out to smooth my hair. “She needs more time.”

      I barely spare my mother a glance, focused on Brutatalika’s pack as they drift further and further out of view.

      Imperatriz’s words don’t soothe me.

      I felt a tear in my soul open after Helisent and I began a dalliance with her wand.

      Now, it’s deepening into a vacuous rift—one full of emotions that are writhing, insistent, previously unknown.

      Who am I supposed to be?

      “I mean it,” Imperatriz goes on. “Brutatalika hasn’t had long to process the news about you and… you and… the witch. Give her time. Give yourself time, too. It will get better.”

      I stare into her eyes, full of doubt. “Get better? Like they did for you and Clearbold?”

      The more I consider the possibility of red pups, the more I think about the alternative.

      Bearing the next Kulapsifang with Brutatalika.

      Imperatriz balks at my words, leaning on her back foot. Quickly, her eyes scan me. “Me and Clearbold?”

      “Sutnazzar doesn’t live with her Male Alpha anymore, and she hasn’t since they gave up the thrones and left Bellator,” I go on. “She wasn’t happy, either, was she?”

      I wonder how far back it goes.

      “Samson, don’t talk like that,” Imperatriz murmurs, her expression tense.

      I look at her, overwhelmed with bitterness.

      She bore me to be powerful.

      She bore me to exist alone.

      She bore me to carry a legacy.

      She thinks I will do the same for my pups.

      I look into her eyes, trying to find the right words.

      She doesn’t let me. She sets a heavy hand on my shoulder, turning me around. “Let’s go home. Let’s rest.”
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          (IT’S STILL TOO SOON)
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      I slap Butter on the calf with a loud smack. “Do it. I’m not showing you mine until you’ve shown me yours.”

      I settle into place where I’m draped across the foot of the bed. On the other end, Halcyon and Butter watch me with dual expressions. The warlock looks patient and intrigued; the okeanid-witch-necromancer looks from her calf to my hand, visibly unhappy.

      A few thin blankets are spread between us, half-covering her and Halcyon’s legs. I’m covered up to the waist, my breasts freed of the fabric.

      Since returning to Luz from Bellator, we’ve spent over a dozen nights together in my bedroom like this. Me as a pitiable third wheel in the pair’s ongoing affair, usually with Halcyon encouraging me to feel proud of my horns.

      I raise my eyebrows. “Well? You want to see my horns, Butter. And I want to see yours.”

      I’m desperate to establish a more positive relationship with my horns after gracing the tallest room in Bellator Palace two months ago.

      Every time I manage to get into my form, my gut knots.

      “Why do you need to see mine?” Butter asks. “Halcyon’s are out all the time.”

      As usual, the warlock prefers his natural state at home. Four horns jut from his forehead and his hairline, smoothed and shone into indigo candy. They’re slightly darker than his violet skin, which is almost as bright as my red hue. His cropped white hair is neat, not caught on fibrous horns like mine. They glow in a steady, indigo hue as he looks from me to Butter.

      It’s almost dawn, the light in the narrow window brightening slowly. At this hour, Halcyon looks like one of the last traces of night, like a dream smeared on the horizon.

      With a long sigh, Butter looks at me. “If I get in my form, then I want to know what Samson wrote to you in the letter. You read it repeatedly for a week, and then suddenly decided you hated it. So? Do we have a deal?”

      I take a deep breath.

      I hate the letter talk even more than the horn talk.

      The note is tucked away in my bottomless bag, the parchment soft after weeks of handling. “It’s too early to talk about the letter.”

      Butter pushes off Halcyon’s chest to sit up. With a demure tilt of her head, two dainty, golden horns appear on her forehead. They’re unkept like mine—the golden husks rough and their ends semi-sharp. Butter’s turquoise-white curls catch on them gracelessly as she pouts.

      The okeanid-witch-necromancer looks at me, her eyebrows raised. “What was in the letter, Helisent?”

      I tsk in response. With her hickory-brown skin overlaid with a golden hue, she almost looks aglow. She sits topless in the bed, the sheet wrapped around her lap. Even her mauve nipples are kissed with a warm sheen.

      Halcyon sits up, angling his head to get a better vantage of his favorite lover.

      I ignore them, staring at my bottomless bag on the other side of the room.

      The letter…

      With a frustrated sigh, I look at Butter and admit, “Basically, he’s going to be my lover, my mate, my friend, my confidante, my partner, and my Host. That’s what he wrote, at least. And… I can feel him, too. Sort of. It’s hard to explain.”

      Butter’s eyebrows lift, her lips pulling into a surprised smile.

      And Halcyon even nods, as though unsurprised to hear that. Quietly, he asks, “Does it sort of feel… like a whisper? Like a whisper from far away?”

      My eyes widen with shock⁠—

      I’d expected the pair to push back about the note—not for the warlock to lean in with a surprisingly accurate insight.

      Since leaving Samson in Bellator, I’ve started to sense his presence in Velm’s capital city. I wake in the mornings and hear his voice from far away, like he’s whispering to me at the edges of dreams. Sometimes they wake me in the middle of the night, and they feel real, like he might be sleeping beside me⁠—

      All I know in these moments is that he’s sleeping somewhere.

      That his mind is whispering thoughts into mine.

      That it’s Vexen magic ferrying these gentle notions between us in the loving embrace of sleep and peace and silence.

      Which I had thought was really fucking special.

      I blink at Halcyon. “How do you know about the whispers?”

      “Suleiman has been dead for over two months.” Halcyon reaches up to graze his scalp above his ears. His fingers shift in his white hair, feeling for something. “My fifth and sixth horns are starting to grow in. I didn’t notice the whispers until I noticed the new horns.”

      Butter reaches beneath the blankets, then pulls out the indigo, spade end of the warlock’s tail. She taps it like a merchant with a cherished good. “And his seventh, too.”

      I crane toward them to examine his spade-shaped tail and the semi-rigid bone forming in its center. My mind drifts from the realization that Halcyon is going to look like me with all those horns to the fact that he can also sense a Host.

      A Female Host.

      “Holy shit,” I manage.

      “I can feel the Female Host—she’s somewhere in Velm,” he goes on. “In my dreams, I hear whispering in a voice I’ve never heard. It’s unsettling. Do you feel the… the tugging, too?”

      “No, what’s that?”

      “I think she must have the Landmark, or whatever piece of the glacier Suleiman and his allies took to Velm.” Halcyon sighs, rubbing his arm and turning toward the half-lit window. “It almost feels like me and her are tied together by a rope, and she’s pulling at her end. I only hear the whispers in the mornings, but the tugging happens at all hours. It’s more jarring. Very attention-grabbing. I think it has to do with the Landmark—not our… our…”

      He frowns as he stares at the window.

      He doesn’t look away when Butter strokes his cheek and says, “It’s just a magical connection, Halcyon.”

      I nod, setting my hand on his calf. “It doesn’t have to mean anything unless you let it.”

      Finally, he looks at me. He mopes, eyes burning when he asks, “Do you think Samson can feel it? The same things we’re feeling?”

      I consider the note, my gut knotting again. “I think so. At least, in his own way. He’s been dreaming about me for years. It’s called a seething. And he sent the letter back on magical paper—without the wand. It might not sound like much, but for a wolf, it’s a big step.”

      I look up, expecting to defend Samson and our love and the painful possibility of getting everything we want.

      That’s why I hate the note⁠—

      It’s like seeing a hoard of jewels delicately balanced on a ledge, prepared to be lost forever with so much as a slight wind.

      But neither Butter nor Halcyon looks disgruntled.

      Halcyon actually nods. “I suppose he’s at least partly magical.”

      Butter lies back on his chest with a sigh. “Yeah. I mean, the scar turns red, right? The one on his chest.”

      “Yeah. Red like me.” I relax with a sigh, closing my eyes. I swear I see a yew tree in my mind’s eye, vast and bowed and ancient, where it sits on a mountainside.
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            CALL ME SAMSON

          

          SAMSON
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        Lapsi,

        My parents never asked if I wanted to become the Female Alpha of Velm. But I let it happen because I knew I could handle it. Isn’t that strange, Samson? That I was strong enough to earn the throne but not to tell anyone that I didn’t actually want it?

        Tali

      

      

      

      I can hear the witch where we linger at the end of a dream.

      She is somewhere in the yew tree. I can’t see the tree and its bowed branches, but I can feel them around me, draped like protective arms. I smell the rich, damp bark and the fragrant, semi-acidic needles.

      And I know Helisent is here with me.

      She’s whispering, her voice little more than a ghostly vibration in my head.

      “You don’t remember it?” she asks.

      I do. I whisper back, “You told me to take off your dress.”

      “Exactly. And then what?”

      “Then I took off your dress, and you⁠—”

      In the next second, I’m gasping myself awake. I sit up and look around. It’s barely dawn, the glass ceiling of my bedroom full of gentle, pinkish light. The space at my side is empty; Brutatalika and her pack are still in Rouz.

      Instead, a male wolf stands at my bedside and pulls my arm toward him. He speaks in a low, gruff voice, “Guess who just caught our Alpha in a secret meeting? Get up, Kulapsi-boy. There’s news from Wrenweary.”

      A half-asleep grunt is my only response.

      My mind is desperate to stay with Helisent in the peaceful dream, one that was imminently sexual. Unfortunately, my body is being dragged into the cool morning by a sturdy force.

      News from Wrenweary?

      “Do you talk like that every morning?” Hadadrimmon goes on. “No wonder Brutatalika isn’t any closer to forgiving you.”

      I half-stumble out of bed, then rise to my feet. I knock my packmate in the chest, causing him to stagger backward a few steps.

      I roll my shoulders, taking another breath as I pull myself from sleep.

      I glare at Hadadrimmon, immediately in a bad mood thanks to the intrusion. “Don’t storm into my room like that.”

      Brutatalika’s scent is still in here, and this is where we (once, in the distant past) made love.

      Finally, I process Hadadrimmon’s words.

      He gestures toward the dark hallway. “Did you hear what I said? Your mother is in a meeting with Demre, Cartimandua, and Romulus. A secret meeting. Someone found something important about the Leolites in Wrenweary, and she doesn’t want you to hear about it. Come on.”

      I follow him into the hallway as he turns toward the palace’s interior courtyard.

      With each step, more sense filters back into my brain. “Was I really sleep-talking?”

      Patiently, Hadadrimmon looks at me and raises his eyebrows. “Yes. And I quote, ‘Then I took off your dress.’ Can we drop that for now? Samson, my dear Kulapsifang, aren’t you more worried about the secret meeting your mother is holding without you? Stop thinking about your sordid affairs. It’s political machination time.”

      I try to focus on Imperatriz’s secret meeting⁠—

      On the surprise from Wrenweary⁠—

      Instead, I consider the potential of Brutatalika hearing those types of statements. My body actually curls forward with guilt and remorse and shame. “Fuuuuuck.”

      Hadadrimmon steps in front of me, blocking my path to make a point. “We can talk about your special red lady after we confront Imperatriz. Let’s not forget that your whatever-future with Helisent doesn’t matter if Imperatriz is planning some Clearbold-caliber bullshit right now. And let’s not forget that your beloved packmate also has dreams outside of this palace.”

      I take a deep breath.

      I put away the witch for a moment. Her demigod. My dreams. Our future.

      I take another deep breath just to keep it at bay. (It’s harder in the mornings when I wake up and can hear Helisent’s voice. I swear I can smell her ala, too. It fills my mind and makes her absence even more obvious.)

      And then, urgency.

      I narrow my eyes, scanning Hadadrimmon before we start moving again. “And how do you know about the meeting?”

      “I don’t sleep well in the palace. Something about my first trip here.” My packmate is fully dressed for the day, his hair let down and its small braids clipped with silver decals. He smells freshly washed but tired, his cheeks shaved beneath sunken eyes.

      “I brought you driproot. It’s the best sleep aid I can find in Velm. Is it not working?”

      Hadadrimmon says, “Driproot makes me feel weird—let’s talk about that later. I woke up at dawn and smelled Imperatriz and Cartimandua. Nothing unusual about that. But then I picked up on male alas—Demre and Romulus. Romulus is hard to miss. I crept and crept and crept—I’m very good at creeping, used to do it in my village at this hour all the time—and found them in the courtyard. All I heard was Demre saying that there was urgent news from Wrenweary. Then I went into your room and found you mumbling about the witch.”

      I make a low noise as I review the information.

      “It’s about Tet,” I conclude as we near the interior courtyard. “Imperatriz has been avoiding conversations about Tet ever since Verita spoke to us about the Sennenwolf.”

      “Probably. Have you and Imperatriz spoken any more about the witch?”

      “No.”

      I’ve barely heard a thing about the west since we retook Bellator—or even the Leolites. Imperatriz’s focus has (rightly) been on Bellator, Rouz, and other important villages and settlements. I’ve spent the last two months in political meetings and public outings, and attending a surprisingly normal spiel of Velmic ceremonies. Any spare time has been funneled toward helping Bellator’s returning wolves find their homes and cobble together some sense of normalcy after the last year.

      Still, someone should have followed up on Verita’s theories. On the possibility that the Leolites abandoned Bellator in search of something further west.

      Hadadrimmon offers, “Maybe it’s not about Tet. Maybe it’s about the rumors. I was in a tavern two nights ago and overheard a wolf talking about the invasion again. He was swearing to Hetnazzar that he saw you pick up the wand and that he saw red lightning⁠—”

      “I know. We’ve all heard the rumors.”

      Imperatriz wants to ignore them until they spend themselves in misinformation.

      It wouldn’t be a poor approach if the red scar on my chest weren’t permanent. Except it hasn’t faded since I wielded with the wand to defend Bellator and then dreamed of Axerxa.

      Still, there are ways to hide that; I’m still an Alpha in training, bound to serve Imperatriz until I take her place on the throne with Brutatalika at my side. And my mother can cloister me in the palace until she finds the right narrative that explains her return to Mieira and our retaking of Bellator.

      We round the last corridor, turning into the grand foyer that empties into the interior courtyard. I tiptoe ahead of Hadadrimmon, then peek around the corner.

      All I can see from this angle is the pale light of dawn reflecting off the marble floor and filling the interior courtyard, still covered with glass panels to shield against the last of winter’s chill.

      I look back and tell my packmate, “Let’s pretend we had trouble sleeping.”

      Hadadrimmon snorts unhappily. “I say we leave the pretending for Imperatriz.”

      I stare at him, deadpan. “You want me to tell them that you were creeping around in the palace at dawn?”

      Knowingly, devilishly, Hadadrimmon studies my eyes. “I wouldn’t tell them anything if I were you. It’s your palace, too. I say you just walk in and sit down. Let them stress about how you found out.”

      I almost roll my eyes. Though I’ve spent the last six months with Imperatriz, I’m not nearly as comfortable reading my mother’s moods and responses.

      And the idea of stepping into a meeting that Clearbold was leading…

      He wouldn’t have liked that.

      He wouldn’t have said anything at the moment either; he would have punished me later.

      And Imperatriz?

      “Just… walk in and sit down?” I glance at the courtyard again. Faintly, chatter echoes into the foyer where we stand.

      Hadadrimmon mirrors me, peaking past my shoulder. He whispers, “Yeah. You’re Bellator’s hero. Lean into it every now and then.”

      Before I can argue for a more conservative approach, Hadadrimmon shoves me with a grunt. Gracelessly, I stumble into the foyer, my feet heavy on the marble. I turn around, eyes wide as I prepare to curse my packmate⁠—

      But he’s already strolling into the room behind me, standing slightly behind my shoulder. He bumps into me gently, compelling me forward again.

      Too late to creep away and hide.

      I straighten and try to look authoritative as someone leans into view from the courtyard, then walks to meet us.

      Cartimandua 487 Ashurbanipol scans me and Hadadrimmon, shoulders slumping with a sigh. At this early hour, her greyish mane in down, tucked behind her ears. Her almond eyes flit from me to my packmate. “Good morning, Kulapsifang Laita. Hadadrimmon.”

      With a measured pace that I hope looks relaxed, I approach. “Good morning, Cartimandua.”

      She holds her place in the center of the archway that leads into the courtyard, then sets her hands on her hips, as though hoping to fill its space.

      Hadadrimmon and I pass, exchanging a long look with my mother’s packmate.

      Like him, she’s become a fixture in the palace—one hellbent on making her presence known. Her scent has drifted up toward the palace ceiling, just as potent as Hadadrimmon’s. It fills my mother’s private study and drifts from the heavy curtain that covers the entry to her bedroom.

      I try to look collected as Cartimandua follows us to where a small group sits at the far end of the courtyard. The pale light from the glass ceiling warms the marble-floored plaza. The first fragile days of spring are here, infusing a golden color to the grey clouds of lanu lago.

      At its far end sit four cushions, one left empty for Cartimandua.

      Imperatriz sits facing the other three. To her right hangs an ornate tapestry, heavy and scented with years’ worth of cedar incense.

      Demre 511 Lengley, head of the Order of Education, sits across from her. The slender and unkempt wolf carefully rearranges a stack of notes before him. A mug of tea sits near his sitting cushion, steaming.

      Like Cartimandua, he’s revolved around palace life since we retook Bellator.

      The wolf at his side, also a member of the Fifty, is a new addition.

      Romulus 582 Itaita, head of the Order of Territory, sits with his back straight, his burly arms crossed and comfortable. He’s twice the size of Demre, seemingly better geared toward waricons than leading the Order of Territory. His gaze is warm but focused, his heavy and wide features perpetually relaxed.

      My mother looks at me, expressionless aside from a slight clench in her jaw. Her eyes flit toward Hadadrimmon next.

      The two of us stand awkwardly, looking at the quartet.

      Romulus smiles pleasantly. “Kulapsifang Laita. You’re just in time to hear the news firsthand.” He stands and steps back from his cushion, gesturing to it. “Please, join us.”

      I look at the cushion, touched by the gesture, then offer Romulus a tired smile. “Thank you, but we’ll be fine without cushions.”

      I guide Hadadrimmon toward the far side of the sitting arrangement, then take a seat on the cold marble. With a sigh, my packmate does the same.

      Imperatriz watches, her back straight and her eyebrows arched. “Good morning, atali. You must have just woken up. You look half-asleep. You’re also woefully underdressed, unlike your packmate.”

      “Good morning, mina.” I smile at my mother.

      Half of the smile is born of fear; her eyes are twinkling with frustration. The other half is born of appeasement; she’s right about my state of dress. I’m wearing a paltrier version of my usual harem pants and tunic—one that exposes my knees and arms. My hair is also in shambles, and my eyes are full of sand.

      Very aware that the group of four highly ranked wolves is studying me intently, I go on, “I hear there’s news from Wrenweary.”

      Romulus turns to me, his dark eyes firm. “One of our spies found something interesting in Wrenweary. We were about to tell our Kulapsifang about the discovery when you arrived.” He switches his attention to Imperatriz, telling her, “It’s about Bloody Betty.”

      My heart leaps in my chest.

      I haven’t heard the name since Verita shared her and Absalom’s suspicions months ago.

      The pair’s research yielded one important theory:

      That the Sennenwolf, if it existed, was likely a weapon linked to Bloody Betty and the end of the War Years.

      That the Sennenwolf, if it existed, likely lies in the wasteland of Tet where the War Years were fought and where the Leolites are now concentrating their influence.

      It’s been months since anyone brought up the topic, and I’ve been desperately waiting.

      Romulus goes on, “As you’re aware, Imperatriz, our spies in Wrenweary are in low-authority positions. Most work under Malachai, Emerel, or Otzo in menial positions. A few work closer to Kessrys and her daughter, who is next in line to become the Female Host of Argot.

      “They’ve been briefed about our theories on the Sennenwolf and Bloody Betty. Any intel on either is top priority.”

      Romulus gestures to Demre, who lifts a thin scrap of parchment, then explains, “We received this yesterday. One of our spies read through a document that described a red wielder—from what she could tell, the description wasn’t about Bloody Betty. It was about Betty’s sister. There’s not much information about her. Just that she was red, and she lived in Tet, and…” Demre presents the paper to each of us, his arm extended. Though the writing is too small to read, it’s clear which line he’s pointing out. “And she took a husband.”

      A heavy beat of silence passes through the interior courtyard.

      Romulus scratches his chin, carefully watching my mother.

      Imperatriz lifts an eyebrow, looking around the half-circle. “And? I know it’s rare for witches to marry, but it’s not unheard of. It’s not taboo, either.”

      Romulus goes on, “Demre didn’t phrase that well. This witch took a wolf as her husband. A high-ranking wolf at the time, too. His name was Avelard, and he lived in Wrenweary before marrying Bloody Betty’s sister. That’s all we know.”

      My heart thumps again. I even hear a low sound of shock from Hadadrimmon.

      Bloody Betty had a sister?

      And she married a male wolf?

      Demre leans toward my mother, passing her the parchment.

      I stare hungrily at the scrap of paper as Imperatriz takes it.

      All I glean is a few messy notes scribbled on the pages—not a convincing list of details.

      Imperatriz’s eyebrows bunch as she scans the words. “And what are we supposed to do with this hearsay?”

      Demre responds, “Let’s forget the description. Forget the scrap of paper entirely. I’m more concerned that this information is being circulated amongst Wrenweary’s captors. Do you understand? If the Leolites are looking through notes on Bloody Betty’s sister and her wolf husband, then Verita and Absalom’s theories weren’t the ravings of two untested adults.” He raises his finger to emphasize his next point, carefully telling my mother, “I believe this note confirms why the Leolites are concerned with Wrenweary: it’s their gateway into Tet and toward the Sennenwolf. It’s exactly as you postulated months ago, Imperatriz.”

      Again, carefully, Romulus posits, “They know something is there, and they’re getting closer to finding it.”

      My mind races as I stare at the marble floor, deep in thought⁠—

      Bloody Betty had a sister. And that sister took a wolf as a husband…

      A husband?

      Witches don’t do that.

      Or maybe witches could⁠—

      If they wanted to.

      Why would a witch want a wolf? And especially then?

      Hadadrimmon nudges me. I look up to realize the group of wolves is watching me.

      Demre stares at me, his chin lowered with focus. “You, Samson 714 Afador, have spent time in Tet, if I recall. What’s more than that, you have ties to Helisent West of Jaws. The Luzian pack says that the witch splits her time between Luz and Tet. There are rumors she’s interested in Skull. If the Leolites are looking for the Sennenwolf in this region, like Verita and Absalom think, then we need to join the search. Sooner rather than later.”

      I train my face in neutrality as the wolves study me.

      (My heart keeps leaping at the idea of going north. To Helisent. In a place as private as Tet.)

      Yes. Go. Now. Find the witch—find the witch—find the witch⁠—

      Though she never responded to the reply I sent on magical paper, I’m encouraged enough by the first letter she sent.

      I remember many of its lines word for word

      She wrote, I think I’d like answers now.

      And, It’s too great of a desire, and I’m terrified of what I will do for it.

      Me, too.

      I don’t respond to Demre, looking at Imperatriz instead.

      She says nothing, letting out a long and low sound of disapproval.

      Romulus says, “The red witch might know more than she’s letting on—especially about a potential weapon like the Sennenwolf.”

      Demre goes on, “She’s more cunning than she lets on, just like her mother. And Velm is still in need of allies.”

      “I don’t underestimate Helisent West of Jaws. Quite the opposite.” Imperatriz rubs her temples, staring at a tapestry nearby as though deep in thought. “I have a hard time imagining Malachai and Emerel are holding their own against Kessrys. That means the House of Argot is likely leading the Leolites, and the hunt for the Sennenwolf. If that’s the case, we’re better off letting Helisent deal with that threat on her own. She’s more than prepared to face a single Host—she took care of Suleiman easily enough.”

      I’m relieved to see Demre and Romulus shaking their head before she’s finished that statement. 

      Demre counters with, “Clearbold stored plenty of rosarium here in Bellator Palace—and I haven’t seen a shard of it since we retook the city. I’m sure his spare heir has it now, and it can be used to nullify the witch’s magic. I also think it’s dangerous to assume that the Leolites are in the thrall of Kessrys and other Argyd wielders. As little as we think of Malachai and Emerel, let’s not forget that they aren’t alone. They have Otzo 503 Inma—and if any of Clearbold’s packmates can be blamed for his violence, it’s Otzo.”

      “Otzo is still alive?” Hadadrimmon asks, looking at me.

      I make a low noise as adrenaline and cortisol race into my system.

      Malachai and Emerel are two nasty thorns on a long vine, but Otzo is the roots that feed the plant.

      “Yes, and he’s mine to deal with.” After a long sigh, she refocuses her attention on Demre and Romulus. “So, what are you suggesting? You’d like me to send a pack north to investigate?”

      They pair nod once, bodies bowing forward with sincerity.

      Demre goes on, “If Helisent West of Jaws spends her time in Tet like the Luzian pack reports, then it’s safe for us to go there and do some digging. Not even Kessrys would take her on lightly, like you said. Maybe we’ll find something in the caves before the Leolites do.”

      Romulus adds, “And Helisent West of Jaws values her partnerships with our young Kulapsifang. We should leverage this. The witch will share more with Samson than she would with a regular convoy. She’s not likely to be forthcoming with unfamiliar wolves.”

      I sit back, body stilled with anticipation.

      Imperatriz glances at me, expression stricken.

      Though we haven’t spoken of Helisent for months, she hasn’t been far from my mother’s mind. Imperatriz has referenced her in incongruous ways—from mentioning that she’s unsure of what to do with the room that matters to the witch, and a certain ally in Luz, and a connection with endless stores of dove.

      Knowing that I’m primed on a ledge, I haven’t pushed.

      Now, however…

      I lick my lips, prepared to argue like my life depends on it.

      To my surprise, Cartimandua speaks first, telling my mother, “He’s right. Helisent West of Jaws will be more forthcoming with Samson than any other wolf. More importantly, we trust Samson. Think about it, Imperatriz. Something like the Sennenwolf is too sensitive to trust with a war band, and you can’t lose your closest allies here in Velm. Our stabilization efforts are far from over, Kulapsifang Draga.”

      Like me, Hadadrimmon doesn’t move a muscle. His eyes flit to mine, wide and animated.

      He knows I’d go north in a heartbeat; he’d be at my side, too.

      (The wolf misses Luz. Or maybe not Luz, but Coil.)

      Imperatriz turns to me.

      I stare back, hoping she can read my eyes.

      They’re saying, Let me go, mama.

      They’re begging, Don’t trap me here.

      They’re whispering, I can’t let you control me anymore.

      Cartimandua goes on, “We have Brutatalika’s pack here to rely on, Imperatriz. They’re strong and well-respected. We can afford to send the Kulapsifang north—at least, for summer.”

      Then, Romulus, “Our hard work securing Bellator and Rouz won’t matter if our enemies find the Sennenwolf before us. If it exists, we need it, like Absalom said.”

      As though he can sense the tide shifting, Hadadrimmon offers, “I’ll go north with him. We’ll go straight to Tet and start looking around. We’ll be back before the leaves drop.”

      For a long time, no one speaks.

      Imperatriz looks around the half-circle of wolves, then blankly toward the brightening glass ceiling. Eventually, after a long sigh, she says, “The vampires. Zeu’s den. They’re in Luz or close by.”

      Hadadrimmon and I exchange another glance; the vampires?

      My mother tells Romulus, “The wolves need to reestablish ties with Zeu’s den. I promised them a warm welcome in our territory. That didn’t pan out, but we aren’t too late to right our wrongs.”

      Romulus makes a low noise, scratching his chin. “Our efforts in Tet are worth our full attention, Kulapsifang Draga. Not everything is possible in a season.”

      She shakes her head. “It’s a waste to go north and not spare an apology for Zeu. We wouldn’t have been able to dismantle Suleiman’s portal without him and his denmates.”

      “Zeu?” Cartimandua asks. “That’s the vampire who left a urine-soaked pelt outside the palace?”

      “Yes, that would be the King of Night.” Imperatriz looks down at her lap, where her hands are wrung together. “I hear that the vampire cut ties with Helisent West of Jaws based on his time in Bellator. This is a dual shame to me. One that I would like corrected sooner rather than later.”

      My body goes light with anticipation; she’s close to capitulating.

      I can see it already⁠—

      I find the witch, and then she drags me into one of her caves⁠—

      Please, please, please.

      It’s been months.

      “The same with the Pletens,” Imperatriz continues. “I know they left Bellator with a sour taste in their mouths. My desire to be in good standing with Zeu is personal; I don’t like that I did wrong by Zeu and, by extension, wrong by Hyd. Without Hyd, I would not have survived my time on Pit.

      “But the Pletens… if Suleiman implanted his demigod into our glaciers, then we need to play nice with Halcyon and his sons. The same is true for Vega, Vulcan’s partner. If Kessrys is implanting her demigod into our geysers, then we’ll need Vega’s assistance in the future, too. She’s the only white wielder I’ve met.”

      “Then why don’t I go north with Samson?” Cartimandua proposes. “Samson will go west into Tet. I’ll go east to Queen Clover’s village—Zeu’s den splits its time between her village and Luz.”

      Hadadrimmon jumps in again, “And I’ll stay in Luz to play nice with the Pletens. I’ll curry their favor in no time. Again, we’ll be back before the leaves fall. You won’t even notice we’re gone.”

      I can tell by the quick clench of Imperatriz’s jaw that she hates the idea.

      The Fifty doesn’t know about the curse. The Fifty has no idea that Imperatriz sending me to Tet is equivalent to sending me to the Vexen demigod.

      Imperatriz looks at me again.

      I tell her, “We’ll be back soon.”

      Her features bend into a grimace. “Lekeli Kelnazzar.”

      Like she’s pulling for me, Cartimandua says, “We’ll be back before midsummer, if you like, Kulapsifang Draga.”

      A deep breath, a long pause. My mother glances around the group, then sets her hands on her thighs. “Thank you for your diligence and thoughtfulness, Demre and Romulus. In the future, bring a copy of your discoveries for me. I’m making a chart about the glorious mysteries of the west. It soothes my aching brain.” She turns, refocusing on my packmate. “Cousin Hadadrimmon—pack your things. I expect you to represent the wolves well in Luz. With the Pletens and everyone else you meet.”

      Another sigh, and then my mother looks at her packmate. “Cartimandua, come with me to Bellator’s study. We’ll set up a system to communicate with me while you’re gone. The study still has plenty of dove—we’ll be able to send letters quickly using magic.”

      Imperatriz stands. Palpable frustration rolls off of her⁠—

      A frustration born from cleaning so many unique and awful messes, and only seeing more on the horizon in every direction.

      She looks down at me last, “And you—pack quickly, Kulapsifang Laita, before I change my mind.” Her features are tight and unreadable; the cold look reminds me of Clearbold for a second. “You will face many threats in Tet, Samson, and you won’t have your packmate at your side. Stay close… to safety. And come back to Bellator with news I want to hear.”

      I manage to bow my head in a display of obedience.

      I keep my head low, biting my tongue to keep myself from smiling.

      In my periphery, I see Hadadrimmon doing the same.

      Imperatriz’s footsteps echo as she heads back into the palace, Cartimandua close at her heels. Demre collects his documents quickly and messily, pinning them to his chest and standing. Hadadrimmon rises to his feet and rocks back, stretching.

      Romulus catches my eye before he leaves.

      His eyes twinkle, drifting from my chest to my right hand.

      Before he passes me to leave the palace, he smiles easily.

      

      Later that day, I stare down at my perfectly made bed.

      A lump forms in my throat as I study the creaseless sheet and the small pillows.

      I look from my place in the bed to Brutatalika’s.

      I adjust my full satchel as it weighs on my shoulder. In it, I have a few letters from Brutatalika, recently delivered to the palace.

      Before tears cloud my vision, I reach down to set a letter under her pillow. In it, I detailed the trip north, Imperatriz’s goals, and my return. The words didn’t come easily; I have no doubt they’ll be a disappointment to read.

      I smooth the sheet again. Tears fill my eyes, then fall.

      In a quiet voice, I promise, “I don’t want this to be any harder than it already is. I will do what must be done as quickly as possible, Tali.”

      For now, that’s all I know as I leave Bellator once again.

      

      I strike the flint beneath the perfectly arranged kindling.

      The flame sparks, grazing the wood before it dies.

      I grit my teeth, striking harder. The sparks ricochet in all the wrong directions.

      All the while, Hadadrimmon and Cartimandua continue their bickering nearby.

      Cartimandua asks, “A cherry festival? Why would there be a cherry festival in Luz? Cherries grow in Velm.”

      I can almost hear Hadadrimmon roll his eyes. “Trade routes, my dear Head of Culture. Goods travel all across our territory, and some end up in Mieira. I’m sure cherries are crisscrossing Velm as we speak. Loaded into carts. Fragile and red and sweet.”

      Assuming I can light the fire, the pair can get started cooking dinner—and I can deliver my perfectly planned appeal.

      One of Helisent’s paper stars is waiting in my satchel, and I’ve been desperate to throw it since the three of us left Bellator five days ago.

      Cartimandua insists we wait a few weeks before asking Helisent to portal us to Luz to limit the demands of shadowing.

      Reasonable as that is, I’m not going to hike with Hadadrimmon and my mother’s taciturn lover for two more weeks. I’ve rubbed my temples raw from soothing the headaches brought on by their constant back and forth.

      And now they’re talking about fragile and red and sweet things.

      I haven’t smelled her in two months.

      Bring me the fucking witch, Samson.

      I beat the flint pieces against one another with a desperate curse.

      “I understand trade routes, thank you,” Cartimandua says. “May I remind you that Velm is only two months out of a state of total collapse? And you think the caravans are cruising across the realm like normal?”

      Hadadrimmon laughs, low and humorless. “I do think that. I believe it with my whole heart. There’s an unnumbered wolf in Luz who knows someone wherever he goes. He’s one of the most influential beings in Luz, maybe even Gamma—and merchants love him. The cherry festival is his way of celebrating Velm.”

      “You’re talking about Gautselin Mort. I knew I smelled his ala on a letter in our mail room.” Cartimandua scoffs loudly. “I should have known you had ulterior motives—I just didn’t think they’d be as flippant as a brothel.”

      “It’s a pleasure house. And Gautselin says he’s never had an Afador attend the cherry festival and that I’d honor him greatly with my presence. Now look at us—months from Luz and its precious cherries.”

      Finally, the flame catches.

      I sink back onto my haunches as the lashing flames consume the kindling. I turn away from the wolves and squeeze my eyes shut. I’m still uncomfortable with the light and heat of the fire being so close, but I’ve held onto the kindling in the hopes of changing that. Of not letting Suleiman win that game.

      I clear my throat and stand, looking from Cartimandua to Hadadrimmon.

      The pair sits together in front of the fire pit, its flames growing quickly. Hadadrimmon grunts as he pulls the hide from a large jackrabbit. Cartimandua deftly flips the carcass of an already-skinned rabbit, preparing to butcher it.

      They glance from me to the growing fire, as though they’d forgotten my presence.

      I set my hands on my hips, trying to look authoritative. Since leaving the capital, neither wolf has seemed interested in letting me lead the pack; Cartimandua tries to walk behind me and my packmate to bring up the rear, while Hadadrimmon insists he should eat the heftiest haul because he’s the largest.

      That’s fine⁠—

      My mother’s lover can play Alpha all she wants. My packmate can eat his fill.

      But, “I’ve had enough of the arguing. I’m going to walk north to throw Helisent West of Jaw’s star. She’ll show up quickly, but she’ll probably need to rest for the night before shadowing us to Luz. So don’t expect immediate transportation, Hadadrimmon.”

      A gnawing ache in my gut tells me I should have thrown the black star as soon as the passage between Baladhari and Meledhari fell out of sight.

      Since leaving Bellator, I’ve slowly grown more worried about why Helisent didn’t reply to my letter. Hers was almost shockingly honest; usually, the witch carefully packages her real thoughts into side comments and insults.

      What if she didn’t get my letter and thinks I didn’t write back?

      What if she did get my letter, but thinks I came on too strong?

      Hadadrimmon smiles at my proposition, forgetting about the jackrabbit in his hands. “Excellent idea. We’ll have the stew ready by the time you’re back with the witch.”

      Cartimandua tilts her head, as though shocked. “The red witch? Already? And how does that work?”

      I raise my eyebrows. “How does what work, Cartimandua? Magic or shadowing or⁠—”

      “Shadowing would be a good place to start. But I was talking about your relationship with Helisent West of Jaws. It’s… a very strange concept to me.”

      I blink at Cartimandua. She watches me for a second, then turns back to her work, raising her blade and angling it perfectly toward the rabbit’s haunch.

      Hadadrimmon also goes silent.

      How did she find out? And what has she done with this information?

      I don’t consider any wolf in the Fifty an ally. Not even Demre or Romulus.

      Definitely not this wolf.

      She pauses when she realizes we’re watching her. “Your mother told me.”

      I scoff, throwing my hands up.

      What the fuck? Why would Imperatriz do that—to comfort herself or for some other political purpose?

      A smile tugs at Cartimandua’s lips. “Relax, Samson. It’s⁠—”

      “Don’t talk to me like we’re friends.” I’ve tried to be cordial with Cartimandua, but it’s become harder and harder over the last days. In the palace, we’ve avoided one another often, but now I can see that she thinks we’re chummy. That her closeness to my mother is closeness to me.

      And now she’s talking to me about the witch.

      Temper lashing, I go on, “I barely heard your name before Imperatriz came back—and now you talk to me like we’re friends. You weren’t there when Clearbold sent me into the forest to kill the wooly. You weren’t there when he almost killed me in Bellator last year.

      “Where were you, Cartimandua? And what did you do in Imperatriz’s service for the eighteen years she was trapped on Pit? Because I don’t remember your face or your ala or your voice.”

      Hadadrimmon sits back, features stiffening.

      Cartimandua clenches her jaw, fingers tightening on her blade’s hilt. “You saw and heard very little from where Clearbold kept you, which was very far from Imperatriz’s allies.”

      I huff. “Is that what you tell yourself? Is that how you sleep at night?”

      Cartimandua is one of many wolves who treat me with a sudden, foreign kindness since we retook Bellator.

      I can’t tell if they adore me now because I survived the Leolite uprising, because I saved the city from Kessrys’s spellwork, or because I brought back Imperatriz. Maybe all three.

      But there’s a sting that only seems to grow in painfulness; it wasn’t like this before, and I’m not sure why. The wolves abandoned me when I needed them most, and now they flock to surround me and my mother again.

      I stare down at Cartimandua and wonder whether she’s an ally. “And never speak to me like you understand my relationship with Helisent West of Jaws.” I could keep hammering that point home—my mother heard only the barest of details about our relationship, which means Cartimandua is also woefully underinformed. “It’s none of your business.”

      She scans me once. Her voice is small but firm. “You are the Kulapsifang. Our Kulapsifang. It’s my business.”

      With jarring clarity, I feel the rift inside of me.

      It glitters with darkness, with potential.

      “Being the Kulapsifang is only one part of my identity,” I tell her. “So call me Samson, Cartimandua.”

      The wolf actually gasps at that, her grimace doubling in size.

      Hadadrimmon makes a low noise as he gets back to his skinning. “Cartimandua, great leader, do they never talk about the golden rule in Bellator? You grew up there, right? In the south, they tell us it’s silence.”

      I turn away from the pair and the fire, satisfied that I’ve made my point.

      Night has fallen, sheltering our camp with peaceful darkness. In the distance, I see a grove of towering spruces. I pull on my thick cloak and fish the paper star from my satchel; the paper warms in my palm, fragile and soft. I take my axe next; the bears and wolverines are waking from their slumbers, and we’ve smelled several alas throughout the day.

      I leave the growing firelight around our camp, and neither wolf tries to stop me.

      The pair’s chatter carries after me across the low plains as I hike into the cool wind.

      I lift my chin, taking in the scents. As Night relents, the seedlings of foxglove, blue star, grama, coneflower, and dropseed come into clear focus. Closer to the grove of spruces, the trees’ sticky-sweet sap grows in intensity.

      I take a deep breath.

      My body fizzes, shifting from annoyance to excitement.

      When I reach the spruce grove, I carefully enter its shadows.

      I barely see a thing; the darkness is heavy and impenetrable—ideal for shadowing, like I’d suspected. The canopy tangles overhead where the spruce needles and branches weave together. I keep plodding forward, careful of where I place my feet.

      It takes a while before I find a flat and unobstructed area where the witch is less likely to trip over tree roots or run into a trunk.

      I take a deep breath, fumbling to take the paper star by its narrow edge.

      I lift my chin to stare directly into the shadow before me.

      “Helisent West of Jaws—please come to Velm immediately. I need you.”

      I throw the folded paper star ahead, straight into the darkness.

      It hits a shrouded trunk and falls to the ground, the pale paper half-visible in the light.

      Oh.

      Idiot.

      My gut clenches. I’ve never thrown one of her stars before, so I’m not sure how it should go. When I replied to her letter, I had magical paper. I threw it straight into the sky behind the columbarium late at night. The wind had picked it up on my third or fourth try, ferrying the light paper high into the sky toward the mountain pass.

      I clear my throat and pick up the star, happy no one is here to witness this.

      I prepare it once more, then say, “Helisent West of Jaws—it’s your boy-wolf. Please come to me in Velm immediately.”

      I throw the star again. Once more, it hits the trunk of a spruce and falls to the ground.

      This time, its shape is slightly bent.

      “Fuck.” I try to fold it back into its original shape, squinting in the darkness.

      With a start, I realize that I might need to throw the star how I did the letter—into the air, not into a shadow.

      Wielders shadow, but they usually deliver letters on the wind.

      I tilt my head back and search for a view of the sky. Deep in the belly of the spruces, I redirect my aim. Then I send the paper star skyward with all my might; like a bird catching flight, its paper edges flutter noisily before it takes off and disappears.

      I smile wide, relieved.

      I backtrack to make space for Helisent and run my hands through my hair. I spent extra time this morning grooming; my nails are still clean, my hair smells like cedar, and my face is shaved. If I’m lucky, she won’t smell like a man, and she won’t be blackout drunk.

      For a long moment, nothing happens.

      Then, like a growled whisper, I sense her infrasound.

      It pools between a trio of ivy-eaten spruces; a few twigs snap and fall to the ground as the tension mounts. With a lash of deep bass, two sets of glowing red eyes appear in the darkness. They’re followed by six bloodred and glowing horns; even Helisent’s tail horn lashes behind her, its center bone just as bright and red as her eyes and horns.

      She rushes out of the shadow in her form. “What happened?” she asks, voice stricken.

      I step forward just in time for the Vexen to trip on a root and lose her footing. She falls forward, barreling horns-first into my solar plexus and knocking the wind out of me.

      With a loud oof, I lose my breath.

      “What happened?” Helisent repeats, this time louder as she claws at my abdomen and hips to right herself. “Where are they? Kessrys!”

      “All fine,” I wheeze, attempting to force air back into my lungs. “No emergency.”

      “Oh.” She stubs her toe on my boot, a hand clinging to my hip for support. In the shadows, I can only see her glowing red features clearly—her horns and eyes tilt in unison as she takes in our surroundings. “Where the fuck are we? Looks like Velm.” She inhales deeply. “Smells like Velm.”

      I brace myself against a trunk, my solar plexus still clenched. “It’s Velm. Well done, little bird.”

      With a groan, I stretch my back and take a deep breath.

      Then I can finally inhale, and Helisent’s ala hits me like a violent relief.

      I tally the notes of her scent quickly; her heavy copper and thread jewelry, then the coconut oil in her hair and skin. Her hormones flood into my sense; her estrogen is low, which means her period is approaching, and her testosterone and adrenaline are off the charts, likely from this unpleasant surprise.

      Then there are the thick fibers of her velvet robe.

      Other alas cling to it—mostly Esclamonde, then Butter and Halcyon. There are even traces of a vampire, but I skip that to glean how much time she’s been spending with the warlock. His hair and its oil are deeply embedded into the fabric in a displeasing portrait of intimacy.

      My nose twitches, focusing on the vampire’s ala next.

      It’s not Zeu.

      Another vampire?

      Which one…?

      I know this vampire; I hate this vampire; I will never forgive this vampire; I will know this scent even in death.

      My body locks as unfiltered wrath shoots through my limbs like lightning.

      Pel?

      Why is his scent on Helisent?

      Why isn’t the vampire dead?

      The last I heard, Pel and Suleiman were both under the thrall of timroot and the Bloodies—and they had plans to kill them both.

      “Why is he alive?” The question soars from my lips.

      Helisent’s head tilts further, like she’s confused. Then her eyes widen. “Fuck. That’s—it’s a long story—I can explain.”

      Louder now, “Why?”

      I stomp toward the treeline, desperate to be free of this darkness and Pel’s scent and the unending anger that shrouds me like a cloud of poison.

      Why would she keep him alive?

      Why would you let him live?

      Helisent hustles after me, twigs crunching beneath her boots. “Just let me explain—it turns out I’m fully capable of compassion—isn’t that wonderful surprise?” She groans, then her footsteps stop trudging behind me. “Actually, can you wait up? I’m dizzy from shadowing.”

      My hand fits around the axe at my hip. Much to my chagrin, my rage keeps me moving; I clear the treeline and head into the pale light of the half-full moons.

      I turn toward a rotted log and raise my axe, fit both my hands around its hilt, and then slam it down into the soft wood.

      Again and again and again.

      Pel?

      Pel.

      He bit Helisent, right?

      On the fucking neck.

      And then he broke her hands, didn’t he? And starved her?

      What don’t I understand?

      Wood pieces splinter from the log. The steel blade plunges below, displacing it hack by hack. Each swing empties my body of rage—but it takes longer than I’d like.

      And she’s mine, isn’t she?

      She is.

      I toss the axe into the grass, which envelopes it with a soft rustle.

      Panting, I turn and see the witch standing with her arms crossed. Her bloodred robe drapes from her shoulders, emanating an obvious lack of scent. No more horns, no curling tail, no glowing eyes.

      Helisent lifts her chin; the moonslight traces her soft and supple brown skin, oozing with light along her shined necklaces and her large earrings. Her red pupils jump over me a few times.

      She clears her throat, looking from me to the log. “Respectfully, get a fucking hold of yourself.”

      I splay my arms; unfortunately, I’m not any closer to getting a hold of myself. “Why, Helisent West of Jaws?”

      I shake my head, hoping she understands the full scope of that question. Half of me wants to threaten to write to her father—I have no idea if he wields any semblance of control over the witch, but she desperately needs to be talked down from this latest idea, and I know she won’t listen to me.

      Helisent lets out a frustrated sigh. “Because I couldn’t hurt anyone else when I was done torturing Suleiman. His mind was… I shouldn’t have gone in there. It was bad, Samson.

      “And because Pel didn’t choose a life of violence. And he knows a lot about Zarzynn and our enemies. And… and he’s my familiar… my magic…” She shakes her head, voice shrinking. “We can’t kill everyone in the world, Samson.”

      A pang of guilt washes through me.

      It settles amid my rage.

      The competing emotions baffle me, and my confusion puts me in even more of a defensive place.

      I’m overjoyed to see Helisent. Everything else is overwhelmingly negative.

      Somewhere amid the haze, I start to regret my reaction.

      She shrugs defiantly. “I already told him that you’d kill him if you ever got a hold of him. He knows to be scarce if you’re around. And we don’t have sex—it’s not like that.” She turns away, directing her gaze toward the spruces. “Whatever. Be mad. Why did you bring me here?”

      I set my hand on my hips and suck in a calming breath.

      My words come out in an awkward rush. “I’m sorry.” I shake my head. “Sort of. There’s a lot going on inside my head right now. And my body. I thought… he was dead… and I thought… that was good. Me and Hadadrimmon drank in honor of his parting. There are few beings I hate more than Pel, Helisent. Maybe none.”

      “Yeah, well…” Helisent takes a few steps away from me, then hunkers down in the dry grass. She sniffles next. “I’m not crying, by the way. I’m just tired from shadowing. I was about to get my nails done, you know. And everyone already thinks I’m stupid for keeping Pel alive. But you’ll see.” She sniffles again, and then her voice cracks. “You’ll all see.”

      I’ve always thought Helisent made poor decisions with men.

      I have never once clumped myself into their numbers.

      Not until now.

      I look at the shredded log, then the slumped witch.

      Holy shit, am I turning into Clearbold?

      I clear my throat and approach her.

      My steps are slow and deliberately loud so she has the chance to tell me to fuck off.

      But she doesn’t say a word; not when I walk over to her, not when I squat in the grass behind her, not when I sit down and set my legs around her, then my arms.

      I cross them over her chest and pull her back toward me, laying her against my chest.

      She doesn’t fight, just sniffles loudly and pulls her hair over her shoulder so it doesn’t get caught between our bodies. Then she sidles into the embrace, resting the back of her head against my chest and collar.

      I arch my neck forward to set my chin on her shoulder. I angle my head towards her, but she doesn’t look at me.

      “Forgive me,” I whisper. “You’ve been haunting me for years, and it’s only getting more intense.” I nuzzle close to her, inhaling her scent through my nose and then kissing a sliver of free skin on her neck. “Did you get my letter?”

      She turns slightly toward me. “Yes.”

      I study her features. “And?”

      “And I kept it under my pillow like you asked, and I also didn’t let anyone else read it. And I’d really like to know where the fuck I am and what I’m doing here before we talk about the letters.” She finally slides her eyes my way, head angled back toward me. They study mine deeply, then flicker away. “So?”

      “You’re a few days outside of Bellator. Hadadrimmon and Cartimandua are waiting at a camp nearby. The three of us are going to Luz. Well, I need to go to Tet after. To look for the Sennenwolf. I hear a red witch still spends a lot of time in the caves there.”

      With a little hmph, she lets her head fall against my collar again. She stares ahead into the night, still pouting. “Did you?”

      I press my lips against her neck. “Yes. They say she’s beautiful. They say she smells like brandy and copper. They say her magic is moon-colored.”

      Another huff, this one slightly more pleased. “Who the fuck says that? Moon-colored?”

      I kiss her again. “I do.”

      She snorts. “And who’s Cartimandua?”

      I sigh, pulling back from her neck. “She’s the Head of the Order on Culture. That makes her part of the Fifty. She’s also Imperatriz’s girlfriend.”

      The witch gasps. “What? A girlfriend? That was fast.”

      “It’s not new. I have a feeling this relationship predates Clearbold.”

      “Oh, wow. And you don’t like her?”

      “No. She knows about us. I don’t like that, either.”

      “What?” Helisent sits up, pulling away from me. She turns around to face me, eyes wide. She even sets a hand flat on my chest, as though to keep that truth at bay. “Us? What the fuck? When? How?”

      I clear my throat. “I… told Imperatriz.”

      Helisent sucks in a long breath, eyes widening further.

      Might as well get all of this out of the way now. “And Brutatalika.”

      Helisent falls utterly still; eyes still wide, mouth hanging open. “You… you did what?”

      “I told Brutatalika about⁠—”

      “She’s going to kill me.”

      “What? No, she⁠—”

      “She’s smart, Samson. She’ll figure it out. Did you think about that?” Hysterically, she shakes her head. “Papa always told me to avoid scholars. They can think their way around magic. And then I’m done for.”

      Like I struggled to comfort Brutatalika, I’m unsure how to comfort Helisent. (I failed miserably the first time.) The witch glances around like she’s worried my wife might be crouching in the grass, ready to pounce.

      I carefully explain, “Brutatalika is the Female Alpha of Velm. That’s what she’s really married to. Her authority and her territory. Our marriage was never one of love. Not that… not that…”

      She flings a hand into the air. “Samson, I’m more concerned with my survival. Your marriage may have begun politically, but it’s at least partly based on love now. I’ve seen you two…” She wiggles her fingers. “You know.”

      I freeze.

      If Helisent has seen me and Brutatalika make love, I’m going to throw myself from the nearest cliff.

      (I don’t make love to them in the same way—I have no idea if that’s normal, and I don’t want to find out right now.)

      “What does that mean?” I ask. “Did you… spy?”

      She narrows her eyes. “No, Samson. I said I wasn’t jealous, but that doesn’t mean I’m a fucking cuckold. I’m talking about the caravan to Bellator.

      “You filled her plate first during communal dinners and gave her the good stuff. And you wouldn’t eat until she’d arrived and you could make her a plate. And you always gave her second helpings of that one really sweet juice. She liked that, and the only reason I know is because I saw you pour it for her. You filled the cup to the brim every time. Look, I know it’s all food-related but it painted a pretty strong picture.”

      Before I process that statement, she goes on, “I hope you realize Brutatalika probably told her little pack. Definitely that one wolf, Leda. The one from Lampades. She might like gossip more than me. Wow. What a revelation. So, are they being mean to you?”

      I ignore how badly it hurts for her packmates to ignore me. “Not as mean as the Leolites.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Well, aren’t you an optimist?”

      I retract my legs and arms, pulling the witch back against my chest. “Why wouldn’t I be? There’s a lot to be hopeful for.”

      She pushes against my chest, resisting. A strange hue fills her red eyes as she watches me. Eventually, she says, “I want what is best for you, Samson 714 Afador.”

      “I told you I’d take care of it, didn’t I?” I remember my letter word for word. “I told you to think about our love like it’s good for the world, didn’t I?”

      She nods, expression still tense.

      I can’t tell what’s behind it, but I know she’s exhausted and that we’ll have more time in the next few days to talk about this. The next few months, in fact. I pull back, stroking her hair. “How do you feel? We have fresh mint back at camp. I’ll make you tea.”

      “With honey?”

      “No. No honey.”

      She sighs. “Fine. I’ll sleep at your camp and shadow us back in the morning. I might need an extra day if we’re as far as Bellator. Let’s see.”

      “And then we’ll talk about the letters? In Luz?”

      With another sigh, she hoists herself to her feet. “Yes, I’d like that.”

      I follow suit, cleaning off her robe with my hand. I do the same for myself, then backtrack to the destroyed log to find my axe. I avoid looking at the damage, dismayed by my loss of control.

      When I turn back, Helisent has slipped off her robe. She folds it into an oblong bunch, then sets it in the air at her side. When she slides onto it, I realize it’s a makeshift lilith; the witch must not have shadowed with her bottomless bag. Once she’s in place and has cast a warming spell, I offer my arm.

      She turns her nose up at it, then tosses a hand toward me.

      With a skitter of her familiar infrasound, her scent lifts from me; mine also lifts from her.

      She tells me, “I hate clearing our scents, you know. I always have.”

      I guide us back toward camp, her lilith staying a respectable distance from my side.

      We walk toward the healthy fire, glowing like a beacon in the distance.

      There, a hefty pot hangs from a spit over the chugging fire. Hadadrimmon sits on one side, carefully sharpening his axe’s blade. Cartimandua sits on the other side, watching our approach with calm focus.

      Hadadrimmon and Helisent greet each other with a quick hug, then descend into a whirlwind of chatter—about life in Luz, about cherries, about Gautselin, about Halcyon.

      I barely shift my gaze from Cartimandua as she studies Helisent. I’m waiting for some kind of snide expression or a whispered curse. Maybe a direct insult.

      Cartimandua scans the witch as she and Hadadrimmon disengage. “Good evening, Helisent West of Jaws. My name is Cartimandua 487 Ashurbanipol. I lead Velm’s Order of Culture. I felt your magic free our capital, then rebuild it. You have my deepest thanks for intervening.

      “I hear you’ll be shadowing us to Luz—when you’re rested, of course. If you like, we can share my bedding for the night.” The wolf glances at me. “It would be inappropriate to share with Samson, no matter how close you two are.”

      Helisent turns an inscrutable expression to the flattened grass near Cartimandua’s satchel. “I see. That’s very kind.” Then the witch does a full turn, stopping once she finds an old and gnarled ash tree. It doesn’t look prepared to hold one of her nests, but that’s nothing her magic can’t fix. “However, I prefer nests.”

      “Oh, I remember those from our trip to Alita.” Hadadrimmon leans forward to check on the stew, chuckling once. “Growing up,  I thought it was just a rumor that wielders make nests. Turns out, you’re birds all the way through.”

      I guide Helisent to a seat at the fire before sitting at her other side.

      Cartimandua also takes a seat, glancing at the witch now and then.

      Hadadrimmon passes out the bowls and spoons; we only have three, no extra for our guest. Once the places are set, I spoon the stew into my bowl for Helisent, trying to fish out the few vegetables Cartimandua tossed in.

      I set it in front of Helisent while Cartimandua fills her bowl next.

      Helisent smiles as she looks at the bowl, and then the cup of water I offer her.

      I hand her the spoon, saying, “You won’t like the stew, but you should have something to eat. I’ll make you tea when the pot is empty. It’s the only one we have.”

      Helisent looks at me with quiet contentment, which makes me hopeful she knows Brutatalika isn’t the only woman I like to feed.

      She pokes at the stew while Hadadrimmon and Cartimandua take heaping bites, sipping here and there. I can tell by the way her nose curls that she doesn’t like it, but she seems to enjoy having the bowl.

      Halfway through, she looks at me and says, “Thank you. I’m full.”

      Helisent switches her attention to her water once I take the bowl from her hands.

      But Hadadrimmon and Cartimandua both set their spoons down to watch me. The witch left soup in her bowl; it should be off-limits to anyone else until she’s finished it or tossed out her scraps.

      Wolves don’t share food—especially not Alphas. We finish our meals, even if it takes hours.

      While making a plate for a loved one isn’t taboo, I have never taken from my mother’s bowl, from my wife’s, from my packmate’s.

      But sharing food can’t be too radical following a year of strife and eighteen more of uncertainty.

      And Helisent is a witch, not a wolf, and our bond is something new.

      Something that’s good for the world, I remind myself.

      I tilt my head to finish Helisent’s broth, then take her spoon to help myself to the rabbit she avoided. All the while, I pretend not to notice the unbelieving stare of Cartimandua, the quiet smile on Hadadrimmon’s face.

      Helisent hasn’t noticed anything.

      She yawns loudly, picks up her cup of water, boils it with a tiny flourish of her fingers, and then turns to me to ask, “Samson, you said you had fresh mint?”
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        Honey,

        The first time I sensed your magic, we were very drunk. It felt like the earth moved under your feet. It reminded me of magma. Sweet, precious magma. When the Earth’s most unmovable stones melt like honey.

        -Simmy

      

      

      

      With a groan, I lean against an oak trunk and try to look dignified.

      When I shadowed to Velm, I had the benefit of adrenaline.

      Now, after the trip back north, my stomach does flips. Though I rested at the wolves’ camp, the trio didn’t have much to offer in the way of fresh food.

      Not a single vegetable or fruit. Not even a nut or a legume.

      I pinch my lips and pray the wolves can’t smell me breaking out in an exhausted sweat.

      Samson looms over me, chiding gently, “I told you to eat something.”

      I close my eyes as saliva fills my mouth. “You thought I was going to gnaw on a bone for breakfast? Really?”

      A comforting breeze hits my face; I open my eyes to see Samson waving a rigid hand in my direction, cooling me.

      Behind them, Hadadrimmon sinks to his knees as he clings to another oak. He lets out long, low cries as he slumps. His loose hair and braids fall over his shoulders, obscuring his face. Though I wish my infrasound didn’t bother his precious testicles, I’m happy not to be the only one struggling.

      Cartimandua stands to the side, glancing around as though entirely unfazed by my infrasound and Hadadrimmon’s cries. For the first time since meeting her yesterday, I realize she has a few dark freckles on her high cheekbones. Though her bearing is sturdy and broad, the freckles are notably dainty, almost graceful.

      She spins in a slow circle, admiring the healthy trees craning over us.

      In the early morning, the oak grove is peaceful; the branches are dark outlines against the lightening sky beyond. Most branches have sprouted new leaves, which poke outward and upward. The blackbirds and warblers sound like they’ve been awake for hours, flying from branch to branch while they sing.

      Cartimandua’s broad shoulders rise as she inhales a deep breath. She almost smiles, staring at the noisy birds with wonder. “There’s so much life here… and so early in spring.”

      Like me, Samson watches her with curiosity. “Have you come north before, Cartimandua?”

      She slides her almond eyes to us. “Only once. Long, long ago.”

      If I weren’t on the verge of throwing up, I’d probably be a little hung up on that idea—how can someone lead Velm’s Order on Culture without understanding Mieiran culture?

      Samson makes a low noise, as though he’s also unhappy about that.

      With great effort, I push off the oak trunk and take a deep breath. “Come on. I need a proper meal or I’m going to die.”

      Samson stays at my side as I amble toward the grove’s treeline and the morning light beyond.

      In my wake, Hadadrimmon claws his way up the trunk and onto his feet. After a string of groans comes an optimistic cheer. “Samson? Can you smell the cherries? I can. Oh, yes. I’m close now.”

      He takes his place behind us, falling in line with Cartimandua as we climb a low hill.

      Samson’s hand brushes the back of my arm with each step, as though prepared to keep me from falling and rolling down the hill. “Helisent, do you think Halcyon is willing to meet with us at the Luzian Estate? We’d like to speak with him about the glaciers before I leave for Tet. About his Landmark.”

      “The same for Vega,” Cartimandua adds. “She’s our only connection to the House of Argot. Their Landmark could be in our territory, too.”

      I nod, half-dead with nausea and fatigue and, below it, hunger. “I’m going home to sleep for a while before I do anything. I’ll corral the masses when I’m awake. Halcyon started teaching at the school recently. I think Vulcan does, too. I can’t remember what Vega has been up to. Either way, they should be free after sundown. Let’s plan for tomorrow night.”

      We crest the hill that borders the shallow valley and its oak grove. Sunlight pours across the plains before us.

      To the west, Luz waits like a gilded gem. Golden light reflects off the metallic spires on its rooftops and windows. The sky behind it is muddled with dark rain clouds. The ground is damp and muddy; mid-spring showers have kicked off and won’t stop for another few weeks.

      The wolves fall still, staring at Luz.

      “I’m bringing Esteban, too,” I tell them. “That’s my mentee, Cartimandua. I don’t know if you’ve heard of her. She’s entered the political phase of her training.”

      Samson leads us down the small hill and guides us onto the dirt path to the city. His voice strains slightly when he asks, “And will anyone else be joining?”

      It takes me a second to put together what he really means. “The p-word will not be coming. Like I said, he knows to avoid you at all costs.”

      “P-word?” Cartimandua asks from behind us. “Do I want to know?”

      “I have a vampire familiar,” I tell her, watching Samson’s expression. His look of distaste becomes vibrant; his lips twitch with what looks like a murmured curse. But he keeps looking forward, gaze locked on Luz. “His name is Pel.”

      “Pel?” Hadadrimmon calls from the rear. “Like… Pel Pel?”

      “Yes, that Pel,” Samson confirms.

      Hadadrimmon makes a low noise. “Oh, Helisent…”

      “Why don’t you make your own enemies, Hadadrimmon?” I turn back, glaring at the wolf as he fixes one of the silver clips in his hair. “No need to borrow from Samson.”

      “We’re in a pack. We share everything, especially enemies.” He huffs indignantly. “You know, we have a word for neck-biters in the South. It’s⁠—”

      “He’s a vampire!” I throw up my hands, embittered. I try to pick up my pace, desperate to reach the city and find a meal. But within a few steps, my nausea and fatigue slow me down again. It doesn’t help my temper. “It’s not the same. You wouldn’t fucking get it.”

      “A vampire bit your neck?” Cartimandua asks, still playing catch-up.

      “It’s a long story,” I snap. “I don’t have the energy for it now. Thanks for asking, though.”

      Tense silence falls over the group.

      I try not to let my temper take control, but it’s hard, especially when I can sense Samson doing the same.

      Before us awaits great yet unmade potential—not a love made of clandestine chances, but a real life built together.

      But we’re off to a pretty shitty start, and it’s making me insecure and defensive.

      It’s my neck.

      And my forgiveness.

      And my familiar.

      Or maybe not if it’s me and Samson together.

      Fuck, I’m already bad at this.

      The thirty-minute walk to Luz helps calm me slightly, but I’m still too tired for clarity. When we reach the city’s quiet outer streets, the wolves branch off to head toward the temple district where the Luzian Estate waits. I head to the avenue that leads to the arts district in the city’s north.

      With plans for dinner tomorrow, our goodbyes are brief.

      Samson takes my hand before I turn away.

      With a sigh, I look up at Samson, trying for a neutral expression.

      He stands close to me, keeping his back to the wolves as they wander away from us.

      “I need time to get used to it,” he murmurs.

      I study his reserved expression. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

      “Does anyone?” he asks. “Understand, I mean.”

      I can’t tell what’s behind that question. I study his eyes closely. “Esteban is coming around. Her and Pel spend a lot of time together. She gets along with vampires for some reason. It was the same with Zeu.”

      His jaw clenches. “I trust you.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Oh?”

      “What you said about us not being able to kill everyone…” He sighs, toiling over the words. “I think you’re right, but I don’t know if I can…”

      I squeeze his hand. I almost smile, relieved that he’s not planning on taking this to the grave. “I understand. We can take things slow.”

      “Okay.” He nods. “See you tomorrow.”

      Samson releases my hand but doesn’t move. His blue-black hair is gelled back, his eyelashes stark against his pale skin as he watches me. I back away a few steps and turn around, forcing myself not to scamper away; he has no idea how hungry I am.

      When I look back, he’s still standing there, watching me go.

      

      With a groan, I sit up to a commotion in my bed.

      A bony hand shakes me by the shoulder. “Helisent! You’re alive! You’re not dead!”

      I start swatting at the hand before I’ve fully woken up.

      As far as I can tell, I’m still in my apartment, nestled in bed to recover from shadowing back from Velm.

      Tired and confused, but far from dead.

      The room is dark, the windows muddled with faint lamplight from the street.

      “What?” I manage.

      “Fuck, I’ve been worried!” Esclamonde’s voice becomes more hysterical with each word. She looms over me from the bedside, dim light tracing her narrow frame and face. “Boonmasent said they were about to start on your nails when a paper star showed up, and then you shadowed out of the spa. Where have you been? What happened? Pel says you smell like spruce trees and stew and dehydration.”

      “Are you okay, Miss Helisent?” Pel asks, voice quiet. He shifts behind Esclamonde, a shadowy shape with stark, colorless skin. 

      “Why are we in the dark?” I wave a hand to light the magical cylinder beside the bed. Immediately, soft light fills the small bedroom.

      Like I suspected, I’m still safe in my bed. Esclamonde kneels at my side, eyes wide and eyebrows tugged together with relief. Her cotton robe is skewed, her forehead slightly sweaty, like she ran here.

      Pel sits at her side, calmly looking me up and down; he does it often, preoccupied with my physical health. He wears a plain set of tawny clothes and keeps his chest-length, ruddy hair tied up high with red fabric.

      I jolt when I realize there’s someone in the doorway.

      It’s Halcyon, his hands crossed over his chest. “Hello, Helisent. It seems your absence distressed the mentee.”

      I glance around the room once more.

      The last thing I remember before falling asleep is sending Halcyon a letter requesting his presence at dinner. Then I drifted off, and now there are three people in my bedroom, and I’m not sure how long I’ve slept.

      Halcyon’s unhappy gaze drifts from me to Pel.

      Though Esclamonde has acclimated to the vampire’s presence, the warlock remains suspicious.

      Pel, for his part, is also overtly untrusting of Halcyon. His eyes dart from me to the warlock quickly.

      Esclamonde licks her lips as she leans toward me, sinking into the mattress at my side. “I sent letters to Halcyon and Zeu after you shadowed. I wasn’t sure what else to do. Butter is in Tet with Meres and Draginine, and Onesimos is never coming back from Jaws. Pel could sense that you were far away. You should leave a note the next time you shadow—or tell someone where you’re going—or⁠—”

      “Fine. It’s fine.” I take a deep breath and rub my eyes. “I’m back. Totally unharmed, I might add. Halcyon, did you get my letter? Can you come to dinner at the Luzian Estate tomorrow? The wolves want a second chance with the Pletens. Something about your Landmark, too.”

      The warlock lifts his eyebrows. “You slept for a day and a half. It’s tomorrow night. I’m here to take you to dinner.”

      I rub my face next, desperate to wake up. “Shit. Okay. Well, are you ready? Where are Vulcan and Vega? We need an Argyd wielder there, too. For the Argyd Landmark. The wolves think there might be one somewhere in Velm.”

      Halcyon glances at Pel before telling me, “Vulcan and Vega are fighting. I haven’t seen either in over a week. Ceyx sent a message to Vulcan, but it’s being ignored.” He reaches into the dark hallway, taking hold of something. With a shuffle-step, someone tall and lanky slides into view. The being barely spares me a glance, focused on the vampire like Halcyon. “Memphis will come, though.”

      I do a double-take at the warlock next to Halcyon.

      Memphis?

      I squint. “What?”

      The warlock standing at Halcyon’s side is now an inch taller than him. He’s lanky like Esclamonde, with a too-large head that doesn’t quite fit on his neck. Memphis’s face has matured, too, the baby fat gone from his cheeks and a firmer set to his jaw.

      “What the fuck?” I go on, louder now.

      “Hi, Helisent,” says the former warlockling in a strange, deep voice.

      My mouth falls open. “When did this happen, Halcyon?”

      I rack my brain, trying to figure out the last time I saw Memphis. It must have been when Imperatriz and her caravan finally made it to Luz last winter. I’d spent the night drinking with the Pletens and Butter before slinking away to a library vestibule with Samson…

      Memphis had been child-sized then.

      And that was less than six months ago.

      Halcyon nods knowingly. “They grow, Helisent. Faster than we think.”

      My voice rises to an incredulous pitch. “Does Cleo know about this?”

      Memphis glances at his father, his shoulders shrinking slightly.

      “She’s aware, yes,” Halcyon says. “So, are we going to dinner or not?” He shifts in front of his son, screwing his face up to convey a secret message to me. “Memphis would like to hear about Velm’s magical Landmarks, too.”

      I smile guiltily, realizing I must have made the new warlock uncomfortable.

      I force myself onto my feet with a loud yawn, then cast my grooming spells while I pick out my jewelry. Pel gathers my things, drifting around the room to stuff my supplies into my bottomless bag. The mentee prepares, straightening her red cotton robe and then running her fingers through her short hair. Since she cut it in winter, it’s barely grown two inches, sticking out in all directions.

      When I turn for the door, Pel holds my robe and bottomless bag.

      I take the robe from him; the once-degi vampire only recently stopped stepping behind me to physically put the cloak on me.

      “Thank you, my dear familiar.” I take the bottomless bag next, peering closely at Pel’s slender, hooded eyes and the iridescent flare of his pupils. “I brought Samson to Luz, so he’s here now. Do you remember where the Luzian Estate is? Avoid it at all costs, Pel.”

      He nods, features relaxed.

      “And do you remember his scent? You’ll know if he’s close?”

      He nods again.

      “And do you remember where to go if he chases you?”

      “Yes, Miss Helisent. I go to Itzifone at Solace or Zeu’s den.”

      When I brought the vampire into Solace months ago, no one batted an eyelash. I couldn’t tell who was more thrilled to have a clean slate and not be asked for an explanation—the vampire or me.

      Up until that point, Pel had been silent and scant. Since drinking that ale at Solace in a group of beings who didn’t know him from a random vampire in Zeu’s den, he’s slowly shed whatever invisible shackles chained him.

      To be fair, I don’t ask how he’s feeling or what he’s endured in his life; I don’t know if he’s actually any better off based on what he says.

      But the proof is in my apartment, which is now filled with ceramic pots with orchids craning from them. Since Pel moved in, several dryads have come sniffing around, intrigued by the size and health of the orchids. They’re fussy flowers; they don’t like soil, but they can’t be without it. Pel says that needy independence is familiar to him.

      “Zeu’s den moved to the village in Gamma—remember?” I remind the vampire. “They left Luz for good, so go to Solace if you get in trouble.”

      “Two vampires stayed in Luz,” Pel says. “They still live in the den. They would let me in.”

      “We saw them last night—it’s true,” Esclamonde confirms. She steps closer to me, lowering her voice, “And they said Zeu isn’t mad at me, so I could go to Queen Clover’s village, if I⁠—"

      “So go the village, Esclamonde,” I hiss. “You’re barely my problem anymore. I’ve been telling you that for weeks.”

      With a tsk, I turn away from her and stalk past the Pletens down the hallway toward the front door.

      Much like Memphis, she’s an adult now.

      A witch.

      She doesn’t need to follow me around anymore.

      She still does, which is a relief, but I know it won’t be forever.

      For now, I take comfort in hearing her footsteps follow me down the stairs, the Pletens close behind.

      “Bye, Pel!”

      

      “Lekeli Kelnazzar, this can’t be the same one as before.”

      On the threshold of the Luzian Estate, Hadadrimmon leans back, looking clean over the top of my head to study Memphis.

      Like he did in my apartment, Memphis shrinks into himself. He takes a half-step behind Halcyon’s shoulder—a useless gesture now that he’s outgrown his father.

      I set a hand on my hip. “Yeah, isn’t that crazy?”

      Hadadrimmon ignores me, narrowing his eyes as he looks Memphis up and down. “Looks like a man.” He leans forward over my head, sniffing with all his might. “Smells like a man.” With a cackle, he calls over his shoulder into the estate, “Samson! Come look at this!” He turns back with a wild smile, then prods Memphis in the shoulder. “You know, male wolves with high generational counts kill woolies when they’re men. What do you think? Are you ready, Memphis?” He turns around again. “Samson, bring an axe!”

      I step forward, eager for dinner, and crane to see around Hadadrimmon. “Are you going to invite us inside?”

      The broad hallway that leads toward the sitting room is clean, the sconces lit with golden flames.

      “Go on, then.” Hadadrimmon stands aside, holding the door open. “Dinner’s ready.”

      But the wolf blocks the doorway once Esclamonde and I have passed him, reaching out to harangue Memphis again.

      I don’t see what he does, but from behind us, Halcyon chides, “Easy.”

      I ignore the men to guide Esclamonde down the estate’s plain, marble hallway.

      The grand space, with its towering, shined walls, had once felt like a cold, empty cavern.

      Now, the scent of cedar hanging in the air, the gentle play of light along the shined stone, the echo of activity from other parts of the estate sends a reel of memories playing through my head.

      I glance at a passage to my left; it leads to a handful of bedrooms and a washroom. Samson followed me into one, begging for a kiss before I could abandon our hunt for Oko two years ago.

      I remember the last time I was here perfectly…

      I pause when we reach the salon at the end of the hallway. It opens into a bright green interior courtyard, much grander than the small garden at the entrance. The sliding doors are fully opened to the fragrant and cool night breeze, filling the candle-lit room with fresh air. The massive fir tree is a lumpish shadow, the overgrown grass around it penned in by a tall marble wall. It’s too early for moonsrise, the darkness fresh and heavy.

       Dinner waits for us on the low, wide wooden table in the salon, its utensils and plates already in place. Cartimandua rounds the table, setting down the last of the glasses. She straightens when we enter, glancing from me to Esclamonde.

      She says something in a pleasant voice, but I don’t register her words.

      My mind is far away, locked onto a memory…

      I remember my time in this estate—but it feels like a different person’s memories.

      I stare at the fir tree outside, adamant.

      That’s where Samson and a witch named Helisent made a pact to find Oko.

      I study the wooden table set for dinner.

      That’s where Samson told the witch that their love was forbidden.

      I snap out of my reverie as the wolves and warlocks enter the room noisily. They take their seats as they chatter about Memphis’s growth. Like Hadadrimmon, Samson is stunned by the quick transformation, though he doesn’t physically harangue him.

      With little fanfare, Cartimandua points out the still-warm platters dotting the table. A mixed rice dish, a few mounds of fried and steamed vegetables, and skewers of meat. Last is diluted cherry juice, watered down to a bloody hue.

      Cartimandua kicks off the meal with dry chatter directed at the Pletens. The questions and comments are polite to the point that they sound rehearsed.

      Halcyon doesn’t seem to mind; he talks about the short trip to Rhotidom he took with his sons. Apparently, it was cut short due to ongoing bickering between Vulcan and Vega, who seem to be in disagreement about their future in Luz. His wives, on the other hand, are already famous in city markets for their work designing opal-laden garments. Halcyon, meanwhile, has a quickly growing class of littlelings interested in learning Zarzyd.

      Cartimandua directs her attention to Esclamonde next.

      The once-witchling tears into a story about her latest adventure with Pel—something about finding a lost piece of jewelry for one of Itzifone’s lovers. She goes quiet when she realizes no one wants to hear about her escapades with my familiar.

      For a long moment, a prickly silence falls over the group.

      Halcyon interrupts it with a well-timed throat-clear. He looks at me, then Samson. “If there’s any pressing announcement, I’d rather hear it now.”

      Cartimandua sets down her utensils to focus on the warlock. Plainly, she says, “We’re here to speak about the events that occurred in Bellator last winter. To set the record straight. I’ll seek out Zeu’s den to do the same once my work here is finished.

      “As the Head of the Order on Culture, my goal is to pave the way for a collective future of success in Velm. Though Suleiman is dead and the wolves haven’t reported any more incidents of Seracyd magic, we believe that at least some indigo wielders are still in our realm—likely tending to a Landmark that Suleiman implanted into our glaciers. If that’s true, then we need to work together for the health of the territory and its demigods.” With a tame smile, she concludes, “We can start there. For now.”

      Halcyon straightens his shirt sleeves, nodding once. “I’m happy to hear that you’re open to a future in which Velm has more than one demigod—but I think we need to start with what Pel said when Helisent spared his life. What he said about the west. And what Suleiman said.”

      Pointedly, I look at Samson. “You and I never got to debrief before I left Bellator. And Imperatriz definitely didn’t want to ask me about what happened.”

      “You weren’t debriefed after destroying the portal?” Cartimandua asks, swift and direct. “Not even a short conversation? Not with any high-ranking wolves?”

      My features bend with annoyance. “I was told to stay away from the palace. Me and the Bloodies spent our time making potions and rebuilding the city before we left. I’m guessing this means you didn’t find any clues as to why Suleiman wanted me alive?”

      Based on the way Samson coughs on his drink, the wolves don’t know this.

      Hadadrimmon wallops him on the back once.

      Cartimandua asks, “Alive?”

      “Fucker almost dragged me through the portal to Zarzynn.” I narrow my eyes, frustrated that we’re playing catch-up with such important information. “He wasn’t trying to kill me. That’s why Suleiman had Pel with him—I can’t wield against Pel. Suleiman said some weird shit before we fought, too. Something about investing my magic. That’s what Zarzynnians do with coins, by the way. They… invest them. Ask Halcyon. He gets it more than I do. But Suleiman was talking about Samson. And he mentioned the rules about something.”

      Samson at least stops coughing—but the wolves don’t say anything. They stare at me, aghast and wordless.

      Fucking useless.

      I go on, “Also, Pel says the Leolites are after something in Wrenweary. Whatever they found there, it changed their plans. That’s their focus now. Something in the west.” I snap my fingers when I realize the vampire has shared more with me since then. “And Pel says we should be worried about Lahar. He didn’t hear anything about Lahar from the Hosts. He says that’s really suspicious.”

      Cartimandua sits back, taking a deep breath. She stares at the half-eaten rice platter, deep in thought.

      Samson does the same, glancing into the courtyard.

      Only Hadadrimmon seems to take that in stride. He tells me, “We aren’t sure what the Leolites are after in Wrenweary, but it looks like it involves Tet. At least, certain parts of Tet. The last wolves to flee Wrenweary said they were burning the libraries. That’s where most of Velm’s guilds are located.”

      Halcyon makes a low noise. “They found something, and they don’t want anyone else knowing what they found. Any ideas as to what that is?”

      Hadadrimmon says, “We think it’s information about the Sennenwolf.”

      I snort. “The Sennenwolf?”

      Of all the topics they could have brought up, that’s the last one I want to hear.

      Just another rumor—just another impossible trail to follow.

      Halcyon asks, “What’s a Sennenwolf? I’ve never heard of it before.”

      “Nobody knows.” I almost snort again, distressed and baffled that the wolves don’t have a better guess at what the Leolites want. “It’s barely a legend.”

      “Absalom found information about it,” Samson says. “He and Verita have been looking into it. Verita is one of Brutatalika’s packmates.” The wolf turns to Halcyon, asking, “Do you know about the War Years?”

      The warlock sighs. “I know enough.”

      At his side, Memphis starts reciting, “The War Years were a conflict between the wielders of Septegeur and the wolves of western Velm. It lasted centuries. Only the nymphs and their demigods could bring the conflict to an end. To do so, they founded the city of Luz. Onesimos told me about it once. He said the city is the integration of nymphs, wolves, wielders—even selkies. But he never mentioned a Sennenwolf.”

      “That’s because all we have are legends,” Samson explains. “Depending on who you ask, the Sennenwolf might have been a weapon used by either side. The wolves of Velm or the wielders of Septegeur.”

      “A weapon?” Halcyon asks. “What kind of weapon?”

      I gesture at the warlock emphatically. “Exactly, Halcyon. We know nothing about it. It’s a rumor.”

      “That’s what I came north to find out,” Samson says. “I’m going to Tet to look for proof that the Sennenwolf exists. Or existed.” He looks at me, gaze softening. “One of our spies in Wrenweary found ties between Bloody Betty and the Sennenwolf.”

      I pause, my glass of cherry juice clenched in my hand.

      Bloody Betty?

      I haven’t thought of the legend in a long time.

      Months, maybe longer.

      “Bloody Betty?” Halcyon shakes his head. “Who’s⁠—?”

      “I’ll explain later,” I cut in, eager to tackle that obstacle in private. Halcyon’s opinion of Velm is poor, at best, and I’d rather do what I can to minimize any more negativity.

      Samson ignores my deflection, steadily telling Halcyon, “Betty was a Vexen wielder who was kidnapped and raised by wolves during the War Years. Most of the horns in Bellator are there thanks to Betty.”

      Halcyon takes a deep breath, staring at his plate for a long moment. Memphis glances from his father to me, as though eager for a better explanation.

      In the time it takes for the warlock to look at me, his form unleashes. His eyes glow a fierce indigo, as do his mature horns. My gut clenches at the sudden change; I’ve yet to see Halcyon lose his temper enough to lose track of his form.

      Though neither Hadadrimmon nor Samson looks taken aback, Cartimandua goes totally still, her body tense and her gaze locked on the warlock.

      Halcyon covers his face with his hands, rubbing his cheeks as though exhausted. In Zarzyd, he murmurs, “Sometimes, Helisent…”

      “It was a long time ago,” I offer in his native language.

      The warlock sets his hands back in his lap and then levels a hateful stare at me.

      Quietly, in Zarzyd, he tells me, “My demigod is with these people, in their territory. And now they want to find a Sennenwolf. A weapon. Do you understand? Are you really this naive?”

      All I can think to offer is, “Let’s not get distracted by the past. The future is ours, my dear warlock. Remember? I promised you Luz. Soon, you’ll have Velm, too.”

      “And what would I do with all of your horns, Helisent?” he goes on, voice low and blistering.

      Esclamonde leans toward me, fixing her gaze on Halcyon. “Watch your fucking tone, old man. I may not understand you, but it doesn’t sound very nice, Halcyon. And isn’t that your fucking shtick? Being the nice guy?”

      Halcyon ignores Esclamonde entirely, his indigo eyes blazing on me. “Do you think they’ll take the red horns off the walls when they’re ready to hang the indigo ones?”

      I cross my arms and let my form emerge, my tail lashing behind me. I’m not angry as much as I am indignant. “What makes you think I cannot punish them sufficiently? What makes you think I will let them take my horns down? What makes you think Velm has nothing to give me?”

      From across the table, the warlock studies me, eyes narrowing like he’s considering my point.

      I stare back, eager to be done with this conversation.

      For a split second, I wish he knew about Andromeda’s curse—that I will be given what I am owed by force of curse—maybe even love, too⁠—

      I drop my form with a forceful breath, then switch back to Mieiran. “Apologize for ignoring the mentee, Halcyon. Immediately.”

      With a small whir of ultrasound, Halcyon drops his form. He looks at Esclamonde next, “I don’t know what a shtick is, but the next time you see a nice guy losing his temper, you should be scarce, Esclamonde. There’s nothing more dangerous than the illusion of kindness.”

      The witchling doesn’t respond; she angles her head toward mine to whisper, “What does that mean?”

      “It means you’re shit at picking your battles,” I tell her. With a wide, fake smile, I look at the wolves. All three sit with their arms crossed, frowns shifting from me to Halcyon. Rather than translate word for word, I go with, “So, basically, Halcyon isn’t too thrilled with the horns situation. Or the Betty thing.”

      With a deep sigh, Cartimandua stands and heads to the far end of the room. She brings back a glass pitcher full of clear liquid.

      I almost sag with relief when she starts rounding the table and filling our glasses with shots of masina.

      Once we’ve all taken a sip, Cartimandua looks at Halcyon and Memphis. Evenly, she explains, “Common wolves don’t know about the horn room in Bellator Palace. I have been the Head of the Order of Culture on and off for decades. Despite this, not even I knew about the horns until we retook the city from the Leolites.

      “And even if I had known…” Cartimandua sighs again, straightening her utensils beside her plate. “I wouldn’t have told you before we marched to Bellator, Halcyon. I agree with Imperatriz’s decision to withhold that information. The idea that Velm would share its darkest secret with you in a moment of its deepest need is misguided, at best.

      “Imperatriz should have clarified that the wolves once fought to the death against wielders—I can see why that omission was problematic. She should have clarified that our realm has struggled to understand and accept life with Mieira’s wielders.

      “But if I’d been in her shoes, I would not have told a soul about the horns. Even wolves would find the room disgusting and questionable. Do you understand? Not even Clearbold told the wolves about it.”

      Cartimandua reaches for the pitcher and refills her cup, going on, “Bloody Betty—it’s certainly an upsetting part of our legacy. But the decision to capture and raise a red wielder was made by a Kulapsifang and other high-ranking wolves. Not the general population. It’s my understanding that the average wielder who lived in Ezit won’t be held responsible for the total sum of its evil. I’d like to ask the same for the wolves of Velm. Collective punishment is a wildfire, my dear Pletens.

      “The wolves deserve mercy. They’ve had suffering already.” With a solemn and reserved look, Cartimandua gestures to Samson. “And Velm now has a Kulapsifang who is capable of and interested in change.”

      With a tense expression bordering on empathy, Samson looks at the Pletens. “Things will be different. We invited you here to extend an invitation to Velm. We haven’t found Argyd or Sercayd Landmarks yet, but I think we all agree it’s only a matter of time. You and your sons will have a place in Velm, Halcyon. Assuming that’s still what you want.”

      After a beat, Samson goes on, voice light with hope, “Most of our territory’s glaciers are in the far south, near a city named Rouz. Others are hidden in the mountains near where Hadadrimmon grew up.”

      The Pletens look at one another. To my surprise, Memphis responds, “The wolves are very neat, and I appreciate tidiness. And I don’t mind the cold. Not like Vulcan does. He hates the cold. He didn’t like the snow, either. But I can sense that the Landmark is underground, probably hidden by snow.”

      Hadadrimmon smiles, eyes bright. “Holy shit, you can feel it? From all the way up here? Is it near a village named Zamoz?”

      Memphis lifts his chin proudly. “I feel it in dreams. The Landmark is powerful and healthy and cold. But I don’t know where it is.”

       “When we lived in Plet, we could sense Serac’s Landmark where it was kept in Ezitlos,” Halcyon explains. “It was faint—I think you saw the remnants they kept there, Samson. The House of Serac’s Landmark was just a nub of ice at that point. But now that the Landmark is in a natural environment again, we can feel it. It’s stronger now. Like Memphis said, it’s in the south. I have no idea where. We’ve started to sense it more since Suleiman’s death.”

      Memphis adds, “It wakes me up at night. It’s in an enclosed place.”

      “I know of a few glaciers that are half-buried,” Hadadrimmon says. “They’re a few weeks east of Rouz—near where I grew up.”

      “I doubt the Landmark is alone,” Halcyon says. “Suleiman is dead, but that doesn’t automatically make me the Host. There might be other Seracyd warlocks who are more powerful than me. The same for witches. They’re likely guarding the Landmark. I can feel a witch. Or, I can hear her voice. I’m guessing she’s the Female Host.”

      “And Vega?” Samson asks. “Can she sense anything about an Argyd Landmark? There are plenty of geysers in Velm’s western region.”

      Halcyon shrugs. “I’m not sure. I’ll ask her when I see her again. But she hasn’t mentioned anything to me or my wives recently. I asked Ceyx and Cleo. They’re close with Vega—I think she would have mentioned it. And you think Kessrys is in Wrenweary now? You said the Leolites still have the west.”

      Samson nods. “Wrenweary. Exactly. She would have fled there with the rest of the Leolites after Bellator fell.”

      Another long beat of silence, which Cartimandua uses to refill our glasses with masina. My gaze drifts to Samson, who keeps glancing outside like he’s stewing on something. “Samson, you said that your spies in Wrenweary found a connection between Bloody Betty and the Sennenwolf. What is it?”

      He shoots his masina, then tells me, “There’s evidence that Bloody Betty had a sister. And that sister married a high-ranking wolf from Wrenweary. The couple lived in Tet.”

      I blink at him as those words pass into one ear and out the other.

      They leave in their wake a pounding headache.

      A red witch and a wolf?

      That doesn’t happen. That has never happened.

      That is not possible.

      “How do you know?” I push. “What was the sister’s name? Who was the wolf?”

      Was he important?

      And did the wolves hunt him down for taking a Vexen as a wife?

      I tap my fingers against the table, desperate to look like I’m handling this revelation gracefully.

      Samson shakes his head. “We don’t know, but it’s another clear sign that Tet wasn’t just a graveyard of the War Years. That’s why I need to go now—to figure out what the Sennenwolf is. If it is a weapon, then… well, Absalom was right. We need to find it before the Leolites. Or another Zarzynnian enemy.”

      Heart thumping in my chest, I finish my masina. “There’s nothing in Tet. Esteban—tell them. We were there not too long ago. It’s still a fucking cesspool. Just my magic, and Skull, and mist. And the ghosts.”

      Esclamonde says, “Well, Meres, Draginine, and Butter are there. And the maps are bigger every time we go back. It’s not a total cesspool.”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, but the caves are empty. There aren’t any weapons hidden anywhere. I would have noticed—and those three definitely would have noticed.”

      “We’ll go cave by cave,” Samson says. “If you already have maps, it’ll be even easier to check them off our list.”

      I huff, prepared to push back. Aside from Skull’s demigod-like presence, which dwells in the shale alongside Vexen magic, there’s nothing in Tet.
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