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Prologue
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Olive/Claudia





RIDING THE MELODY PLAYING ON THE TURNTABLE, CLAUDIA SET aside the stress of her deadlines, her ever-growing to-do list … and the other thing. Over the course of thirty years, she had learned how to set that thing down—but she could never forget it, and like the ache of an old injury, it could only be ignored for so long. Eventually, it would demand her acknowledgment, if only for the moment it took to shove it back into the darkest corner of her mind. There it crouched and lurked until the ache of it crept up on her again.


A knock at the door interrupted the music. Thinking that Lulu had forgotten her keys again, Claudia opened the door without bothering to look through the window first. Her smile vanished. It wasn’t Lulu. It was a young woman with a purse tucked under one arm and a potted marijuana plant in the other. Through thick-lensed glasses, the girl stared at her, a look of weary desperation etched into her face.


“Olive Nichols?” she asked.


The aching thing sprang from the darkness and clawed its way through her brain matter, tossing up memories from a life long ago discarded. Claudia felt a sickening twist in her chest, accompanied by a nauseating rush of adrenaline.


She straightened up, jaw tight. “You have the wrong address. There’s no one by that name here.”


A flash of confusion crossed the girl’s face but then she shook her head.


“No,” she said. “No, this is the right place. Are you Olive Nichols?”


Claudia’s heart thundered painfully. She had hidden from this moment for thirty years, and now she felt as exposed as a fresh wound. Her trembling hand gripped the edge of the door, and she began swinging it shut. “No,” she said firmly. “You need to leave.”


The girl gasped in panic as the door came between them. In a split second, she shoved her purse in the path of the door, blocking it. Claudia, now panting, shoved at the bag, but the girl threw her weight against it and refused to move.


Terrified, Claudia cast her eyes about the room for a weapon. Before she could find one, the girl’s voice squeaked and let out a tiny sob. “Please,” she pleaded. “Please, it’s you, isn’t it? Aren’t you my Aunt Olive?”


“Aunt?”


The word stirred an unexpected reaction in her. This was not the reckoning she had expected. Wary, she cracked the door back open and glanced around at the dry brush and dusty ground that served as her front lawn. The arid heat of the day reflected off the asphalt road in mirage-like waves, slightly distorting her view of the neighboring ranch houses. Seeing no witnesses, she turned her attention back to the stranger standing on her doorstep and gave her a closer look.


The girl was short and thin, one missed meal away from scrawny. Every disheveled piece of clothing she wore looked like it belonged to someone else. Over her shoulder, parked in the driveway, Claudia saw a rust-splattered car with a cracked windshield. The empty booster seat in the back suggested the car was probably not hers; she was no more than twenty, a bit young to be the mother of a grade-schooler.


Claudia’s eyes flitted to the potted plant in the girl’s arms. She sensed something from it, something faint but undeniable. She tried forcing her vision to penetrate the veneer of reality, but it was like trying to flex an atrophied muscle; her disused other-sight could give her only the fuzziest glimpse of the truth.


Claudia stepped over the threshold, moving into the blazing sunlight, and examined the girl’s face in detail. Though there was no obvious resemblance, there was something familiar about the slope of her cheeks and arch of her brows. But that frizzy blonde hair and freckled, flour-white skin couldn’t offer a bigger contrast to the sisters she remembered.


The girl’s anxious blue eyes awaited judgment, hugging the plant like a child holding a teddy bear.


“You’re Laurel’s daughter?” Claudia whispered as she glanced around the yard, looking for prying eyes.


“No,” the girl said. “Hazel’s.”


“Hazel?” Startled, she spoke before she could censor her words: “My God, she must hate the sight of you.”


The girl showed no sign of hurt or offense. She simply nodded, her expression flat. “I left.”


Claudia gave a sharp nod and said the two things that came immediately to mind. “Don’t go back. You can’t stay with me.”


“That’s not why I came. I just … I need some help.”


It was on the tip of Claudia’s tongue to refuse, but her thought was interrupted by a passing car. She felt a surge of panic that the driver might see her with this fugitive from her past and frantically waved the girl inside.


Whether in response to Claudia dropping her resistance or the blast of air conditioning from inside, the girl’s face flooded with relief as she stepped over the threshold and closed the door behind her.


“Thank you,” she said.


“I’m not offering to help you,” Claudia said, leading her into the living room. “I escaped decades ago, and I’ve stayed hidden ever since. I need to know how you found me so I can make sure Hazel doesn’t find me the same way.” She pointed to the sofa. “Sit.”


The girl obeyed, dropping her purse to the floor and gently setting the plant on the end table.


“Wait here.” Claudia went into the kitchen just long enough to pour three glasses of lemonade and return with them on a tray. She put the tray on the coffee table and took a seat on a chair across from the girl.


“What’s your name?”


“Ivy O’Reilly,” the girl said.


Ivy. Hazel was sticking with their foremothers’ flora-based naming scheme. That made sense. The easiest way to continue the unbroken line of authority was to uphold old traditions. But O’Reilly? Hazel must have married.


The last time Claudia had seen her sisters was by their mother’s death bed in southern England. Had Hazel met her husband overseas—Ireland?—or had she come to America first?


She quashed her curiosity. She couldn’t afford to get bogged down in these pointless thoughts. Instead, she turned her attention to the plant. “And who’s that?” she asked, nodding in its direction.


Ivy turned to the plant and said something in a foreign language. The marijuana rustled, shimmered, and jolted—and a petite feminine form emerged, leaving the plant behind. In the first instant, Claudia saw the being as she was: a brownish-green thing, vaguely human-shaped and covered in moss, grass, and sprouts. With one blink, however, her long-neglected other-sight surrendered to the glamour that coated the plant-person, so that she saw only what the magic instructed her to see: an ordinary young woman.


The Nymph smiled nervously and nodded at Claudia. “Mei-Xing Ma,” she said.


Without acknowledging the girl’s introduction, Claudia looked at Ivy again.


“Is she your familiar?”


Ivy shook her head. “She’s my friend.”


This raised a lot of questions, but Claudia was set on only one train of thought. “Is there a crack in the spell I cast to hide from Hazel?” she demanded.


The Nymph took a seat next to Ivy and reached for the third glass of lemonade as the young woman shook her head again.


“Not that I know of.”


“Then how did you find me?”


Ivy took a swig of lemonade before responding, “Your web page.”


“I don’t have a web page.”


“But you’re on your friend’s web page,” Ivy said. “Your artist friend? The one who makes stuff out of wood?”


“Lulu,” Claudia said. “She’s my wife.”


“I saw you in the background of one of her photos.”


Olive shook her head. That didn’t sound right. “Explain.”


“There are some old photos of you in Aunt Laurel’s house. I scanned one and used it to run a search for your face on the internet.”


“You found me online from a photo taken thirty years ago?” she asked skeptically.


“I attached a spell to the search.”


Claudia stared at her.


Ivy shrugged, seeming to shrink behind the glass she held to her lips. “I’m a computer science major. It wasn’t hard.”


Claudia drew a deep breath and exhaled slowly. She didn’t know much about technology, but Ivy’s explanation sounded honest. It eased her mind. Thirty years ago there had been no internet, so her spell had not accounted for such a thing—but that meant any spell Hazel had used to track her would have the same shortcoming. Claudia would be willing to bet that Hazel hadn’t updated her spells to keep up with the times either—and thirty years gone, she would be far from Hazel’s top priority at this point anyway. Still, she would have Lulu remove that photo from her website and make sure to close that gap in her spell, just in case.


A tad more relaxed now, she drank some lemonade before returning her focus to the girl.


“What do you want from me?”


Ivy downed the rest of her lemonade and set the glass on the tray under Claudia’s unblinking eyes. Despite restlessly shifting her weight, the girl was obviously tired; she carried her lack of sleep in shadows under her eyes. In those eyes, Claudia saw a maelstrom of fear, desperation, and misery—though deep in the swirl of it, very nearly consumed by its madness, there was also a faint glimmer of hope.


In Ivy, Claudia saw herself thirty years ago. Just like Claudia when she ran, Ivy had probably burned through every last reserve of strength just to leave Hazel’s house, and now she lived from one moment to the next in abject terror that the matriarch was on her heels. Every thought of Hazel made her heart race and her stomach twist. And yet, the temptation to go back home, even though doing so would mean a lifetime of unhappiness, must be overwhelming. In the first flush of freedom, the familiarity of pain seemed less frightening than the unknown life ahead. Claudia knew that feeling well.


Clenching her fists, Ivy leveled her shaky gaze at her hostess. “Can you give me the spell you used?”


Claudia flexed her fingers and ran her tongue over her teeth. Her impulse was to refuse. With every person who learned a secret, the less power it had, and she had kept this secret to herself for thirty years. But if Hazel snatched Ivy back, it would put Claudia in jeopardy. For their mutual safety, Ivy needed to disappear.


She closed her eyes, drew a breath, and unlocked her vault.


“The spells aren’t special,” she said. “Any concealment spell will work. You’ve probably been using them since you left.”


Ivy’s eyes narrowed behind her glasses. After exchanging glances with Mei-Xing, she looked at Claudia askance.


“It’s true,” said Claudia.


“But that can’t be it,” the girl pressed. “Mom can break through any concealment I cast. I know my craft is the weakest in the family, but no way yours is stronger than Mom’s.”


Even in her desperation, Ivy still had the presence of mind to be critical of her aunt’s suspiciously simple advice. Claudia liked her. It was a rare witch who had the strength to run from a powerful family, and a rarer one still who had the strength to run from Hazel. She would need that strength in the years to come. And she would need the secret. Claudia let go of her lingering reluctance and opened a sliver of her heart.


“There is one more element,” she said. “You need to change your name.”


Claudia saw her niece’s blue eyes light up with surprise, then doubt. Claudia nodded reassuringly.


Clearly unconvinced, Ivy glanced at Mei-Xing again. The Nymph shrugged.


“Change my name?” Ivy said. “That’s all I have to do? But that’s so easy.”


“No,” Claudia said, her tone one of a parent scolding a child. “It’s not easy.”


Ivy immediately shut down, her face overtaken by a well-worn glaze of neutrality. Claudia saw the hand of her sister at work in the girl’s reaction. Taking a reprimand without question or argument was exactly the sort of response most likely to keep Hazel’s temper in check.


“You need to become your new name,” Claudia said. “O’Reilly or not, you are a Nichols. That name has been branded into you. Figuratively and”—she flicked a mystic spark onto Ivy’s face—“literally.”


The astral glow of the Fae letters—their clan mark—illuminated Ivy’s cheek, casting spectral shadows over her freckles. The Nymph gasped and muttered something in her language. Ivy brushed the offending patch of skin with two fingers and frowned. Claudia remembered that feeling. She still had the mark burned into her aura by her late mother, the mark she only learned of on the day she saw her mother apply it to newborn Laurel’s face.


“That mark came from Hazel,” Claudia told Ivy. “As the matriarch, she can sense every Nichols mark. That’s how she’ll find you.”


A visible jolt went through Ivy. Her lip trembled and she looked around the room as if expecting Hazel to jump out at her. She swallowed hard, pulled her knees up to her chest, and hugged them tight.


“How do I hide?” she asked in a voice that had shriveled into a childlike version of itself.


Ivy gently rocked forward and backward in her seat. Mei-Xing stroked her messy curls and cooed in her strange tongue. A swell of pity mingled with annoyance in Claudia’s anxious mind. She clasped her hands together, rested them in her lap, and locked her gaze on her niece.


“You have to absorb the new name into yourself,” she explained. “Create a new person and step into her life. Invent a past as rich and detailed as you can and live the lie so convincingly that you really become that woman.” She leaned forward. “You have to distance yourself from the Nichols identity to such an extent that it no longer feels like it belongs to you. You must become an outside observer of Ivy and see her as a person apart from you.” She sighed. “It’s easier said than done. It took me years.”


“Years?” Ivy said, looking alarmed. “How did you hide until then?”


“A lot of spellcraft and moving around. A lot of living in difficult, unsavory places that your mother wouldn’t search. I felt my Nichols mark burning on my cheek every day like a beacon, like it was screaming for her attention. I made up a new name, invented a fictional past, and dove into both until I was submerged. I … drowned my old self. About three years into my escape, I was at a grocery store and picked up a bottle of olive oil, and it gave me déjè vu. It wasn’t until an hour later that I remembered that Olive used to be my name. That’s when I felt ready to put down roots. I came to this town, I met Lulu, and I made a new life. I only need a minimum of spellcraft these days—although,” she added with a huff, “I’ll need more now that you’ve brought the past back to me.”


An apology in her eyes, Ivy opened her mouth—but Claudia held up a hand to stop her. “What’s done is done,” she said. “If you want to make it up to me, don’t let Hazel find you.”


“She hate her name,” the Nymph said, her voice choppy from her thick accent. “Since I meet her, she hate it.”


Ivy nodded assent. “It’s never felt like mine. It feels like the name of the daughter Mom wanted, not me.”


Knowing Hazel, Claudia thought that was more than a little likely. “Good,” she said. “That’ll make it easier. Let it fall into the dust and make yourself someone new.”


“Was it hard?” Ivy whispered into her knees. “Getting away from Mom? Was it hard?”


Sitting there, consumed by fear, the girl was a pitiful sight. Though technically an adult, she seemed very small.


“It was scary,” Claudia admitted. “I never knew if Hazel was right around the corner, or if she had just cast me off like my mother used to cast off men once she had their money. I knew tracking me down and securing my loyalty by threats would be a lot harder for her than just having children she could control right from the start. But I still worried.”


Ivy stayed quiet, seeming to turn this over in her mind. It occurred to Claudia that she had just admitted to sacrificing her hypothetical nieces to secure her own escape. Thirty years ago, she had thought of it only in passing. Those nieces hadn’t been real at the time, so they’d been easy to ignore. She had not thought of it again, in fact, until today, when an actual niece appeared on her doorstep.


With a quiet sigh, she let the guilt slide into her past. It had been a necessary cost to build her new life, and she wasn’t tempted to apologize. Whether Ivy realized it or not, she was now sacrificing those she’d left behind for the same reason.


After a moment, the girl’s grip on her knees loosened. “She has my sisters,” she said. “She has my cousins. She likes all of them more than me. Maybe she’ll let me go.”


“Hope for the best, plan for the worst,” Claudia said. “Go from place to place, change your appearance, and commit yourself to being a new person. Do not make friends. Do not fall in love. Do not use more magic than necessary. Do not sleep deeply until you can safely say that you are no longer Ivy O’Reilly. Turn your thoughts away from the Nichols family as often as necessary and only look forward.”


Ivy slowly nodded as she let her legs slide down until her feet were on the floor. She closed her eyes for several breaths. Then she opened them, looked directly into Claudia’s eyes, and asked, “Was it worth it?”


For the first time since opening the door, Claudia smiled. “Yes,” she said. “Living a life I chose for myself, instead of the one my mother or sister chose, was absolutely worth the struggle. Never doubt it.”


The sound of a lumbering vehicle gradually rose from underneath the constant hum of semis on the highway and grew louder as it approached. A shock of recognition went through Claudia; she jumped to her feet, snatched up the tray of glasses, dashed into the kitchen, dumped the glasses in the sink, and ran back to the living room.


“That’s Lulu!” she said. She grabbed the purse off the floor and shoved it into the Nymph’s lap. “You need to go!”


The girls stood and headed to the door without argument. Though they moved quickly, it wasn’t fast enough for Claudia’s liking. Through the front window, she saw Lulu coming up the walk with a new chunk of wood cradled in her arms and artistic inspiration dancing in her eyes. Claudia saw her wife’s gaze flit over the unfamiliar car in their driveway as the girls arrived at the door, bag and plant in hand.


Ivy smiled at her with weary but genuine gratitude. “Thank you.”


“Forget you were here,” Claudia said—and as she opened the door, she hissed, “My name is Claudia.”


Mei-Xing moved onto the front steps, the purse slung over her shoulder. Just as Ivy, plant in her arms, stepped forward to follow, Claudia, on impulse, put a hand on her shoulder and leaned close to her ear.


“You said you’re the weakest,” she whispered, “but you’re wrong. It takes strength to walk away from Hazel. If you’re the only one of your sisters who’s run away, that makes you the strongest. Believe in your strength. You’re going to need it.”


Before Ivy could reply, Claudia pushed her forward, and the girl continued moving out the door without complaint—the automatic action of someone who was used to taking orders.


As they crossed paths with Lulu on the front walk, the girls smiled politely at her. Ivy flicked two fingers in Lulu’s direction and a subtle shimmer went through the air. Claudia blinked and the marijuana plant in Ivy’s arms suddenly became a shoulder bag. She smirked a little. The girl was good with glamours.


The two young women waved goodbye with calls of “Thanks, Claudia!” before ducking into the car and driving off, soon disappearing around the corner.


Lulu watched them go, then turned a quizzical eye to her wife. “Who was that, Claude?”


“Another bunch looking for the pharmacy,” she said lightly. “They saw me out front and stopped to ask for directions.”


“Oh,” Lulu said with an eye roll. “Apple Maps strikes again.” She glanced in the direction the girls’ car had gone and cocked an eyebrow at her wife. “What was their story?”


With Ivy gone, Claudia’s past retreated back into the shaded places of her mind. She smiled at the love of her life as she wrapped herself in the familiarity of her chosen identity.


“You know,” she said with a smile, “I can’t remember.”
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Ivy





NOSE INCHES FROM THE DIRT, IVY STARED AT THE FOREST GROUND as her glasses slipped down her face. She drew wild, ragged breaths, all thick with earthy smells. Rocks dug into her knees, and both of her hands gripped fistfuls of grass as she tried to steady herself. She sweated heavily, but her skin felt ice cold.


A mossy hand snaked its way between her face and the ground. A tiny stem sprouted from the palm and a little bud formed on its tip. Within seconds, a white flower bloomed and released a fragrant aroma that sent a shock through Ivy’s senses and made her yank her head up and sneeze. The vertigo vanished, and the clammy feeling in her skin began to subside.


Ivy pushed her glasses back into place just in time to see Mei-Xing standing over her, reabsorbing the flower into her hand. Without her glamour, she blended seamlessly into the trees and shrubs that surrounded them. The last light of the setting sun coated her inhuman body in an orange glow.


“You okay?” Mei-Xing asked in Mandarin.


Ivy saw in the Nymph’s iridescent eyes that Mei-Xing knew she was not okay. Ever since they had left Olive’s home, Ivy’s anxiety, already at manic levels, had reached new heights. It was as if her body’s adrenaline valve was broken; it turned on at the slightest provocation and then wouldn’t turn off.


A large part of her anxiety stemmed from having learned about the spectral Nichols mark. Now that she knew it was there, she felt it burning on her cheek—a sensation that kept her tense and dizzy all day and night. Though she told herself that the feeling was all in her head, it felt real. She was afraid—and she hated herself for being afraid.


“Yeah,” she lied. “I’m fine.”


Mei-Xing pulled Ivy to her feet and held her by the arm until she could stand without swaying. Once steady, Ivy plucked off her glasses and wiped the tears from her eyes. She didn’t remember starting to cry. It felt more like her body was leaking excess fear. She looked at the tears on the back of her hand, smeared across a patch of freckled skin. The freckles began at her knuckles and ran in thick clusters all the way up her arm, over her chest, and across her face. Every time she saw them, she was reminded of her mother’s smirk whenever her sister Lily called her “Dalmatian girl.”


Ivy inhaled deeply. The air in the National Forest was crisp, clean, and pleasantly cool. Camping in places like this was dirty and uncomfortable, but since Ivy knew her mother wouldn’t be caught dead in anything less than a four-star resort, it made her feel safe. Mei-Xing, meanwhile, was revitalized by their environment; the moss and sprouts that covered her body were becoming greener and fuller by the hour, and her potted plant was perking up with her. After weeks of sweltering heat, during which the Nymph had by necessity stayed in the shade as much as possible, she was now openly walking around in the noon sun. If not for having to deal with Ivy’s anxiety attacks, she would be in great spirits.


Knowing that made Ivy feel guilty.


“I’m sorry,” she said. “I just … I saw that car pass us, and it looked like my sister Holly’s. All I could think was that Mom was looking for me.” She glanced around at the forest. “Where’s our car?”


“That way,” Mei-Xing said, pointing. “When you pulled over, you jumped out and ran into the woods.”


“Oh,” Ivy whispered. “I didn’t realize.”


The Nymph made a familiar face that Ivy was never sure how to interpret. The petals of her lips wrinkled and fluttered as the bark-like structures of her cheeks swelled. Sometimes she made that face when annoyed, and sometimes when she was sad. In the current context, Ivy wasn’t sure which emotion she might be expressing.


“Your mother’s in Boston,” Mei-Xing said. “She probably hasn’t even realized yet that you didn’t go back to college. And even if she has, she doesn’t know where you are.”


Eyes closed, Ivy took deep breaths. “She could have reported me missing.”


“The police aren’t going to—”


“Not the police,” Ivy said. “She would go to the kobold network and post a reward for any witch who finds me.”


Mei-Xing’s moss rippled and her grass shoots waved as if caught in a breeze. “I doubt it,” she said. “She doesn’t like spending money on you. She might even be glad you left.”


“I hope so,” Ivy replied. Her blue eyes swept around the twilit forest, searching for her mother’s spies. “If she finds me, she’ll bring me home.” The pitch of her voice rose. “I can’t fight her. Even if I was as strong with magic as Lily or Clove, I’d never be able to use it against her. I can’t.” A new wave of vertigo seized her. She heaved a breath and sobbed. “I should just go home.”


Ivy felt strong hands grip her by the shoulders. Startled, her face snapped up toward her friend’s and the two locked gazes. In the ever-shifting colors of the Nymph’s eyes, Ivy saw a cool resolve that she desperately envied.


“When we met,” Mei-Xing said, “I thought there was no way your mother could be as terrible as you described. Then I traveled to America with you. Your mother hadn’t seen you in weeks, but she waited two days before showing up unannounced at your aunt’s house to check on you. She brushed past me, then barely hugged you before going straight for your suitcase. She dug through your things like a customs agent searching for contraband. She confiscated almost everything that you had bought for yourself overseas. I kept waiting for you to speak up, but you just watched it happen, like you’d been expecting it. Your mother took your things and left. Two days later, I saw your cousin Daphne wearing a skirt you’d bought.”


Ivy’s tears dried up. She was surprised that incident had made such an impact on Mei-Xing. In her memory, it was just one of a thousand similar events. Hell, the skirt was nothing; her mother had given Daphne her bedroom six years ago, forcing Ivy to move into her Aunt Laurel’s house. From a very young age, Ivy had learned that if she really treasured something, she had to keep it hidden. By the time her mother came to see her after her return home from China, she’d long since removed the new items she most valued and hidden them in her room. Then, she’d intentionally left her suitcase out, still packed, for her mother to rummage through so she wouldn’t dig around anywhere else. To Ivy, this was as natural as putting on a coat in cold weather. It took someone like Mei-Xing, someone normal, to remind her that her upbringing wasn’t ordinary.


“If you go home,” Mei-Xing continued, “it will never stop. Your mother will steal from you all your life. Worse, she’ll make you marry that man, have children, and then steal them from you.”


Ivy’s heart thundered, and she gasped for breath, the world spinning around her in a tilting blur. She didn’t want to marry Zachary. That was what her mother wanted. Running away was terrifying—but not half as terrifying as the thought of spending the rest of her life living out her mother’s plan. With great effort, Ivy took deep breaths until she felt her pulse slow.


“I’m ready to go now,” she finally said. “Thanks.”


Mei-Xing nodded. The swell in her cheeks deflated and her lips plumped. Her multicolored eyes drifted to the darkening horizon. “It’s late,” she said. “I’ll be unconscious soon.”


“I’m wired,” Ivy said. “I’ll keep driving.”


Side by side, they walked through the forest toward the car. Mei-Xing resumed the glamour Ivy had devised for her as they neared the road, but even cloaked in a human guise, Mei-Xing was still subject to her Nymph biology. As the sky dimmed, she drooped and swayed.


The spell that connected them was a Hathiya, the spell a witch used to bind a familiar, but it was unlike the one Ivy had learned from her mother and aunt. A traditional Hathiya was a one-way street, allowing the witch to draw a steady flow of power from her familiars. The Hathiya Ivy had invented was a loop, binding her and Mei-Xing together in a way that allowed them to draw on each other’s power. As such, Mei-Xing could draw on Ivy’s power to stay awake at night if she wanted to—but both Mei-Xing and Ivy made a point of using the loop as little as possible. They adhered to this standard as if it was part of an agreement, when in fact they had never actually discussed it.


By the time they spotted their car, Mei-Xing was staggering, her eyes barely open, and Ivy was struggling to keep her upright. She was glad her friend was so small; supporting her was a lot easier than lugging her aunt to bed after too much wine. Even so, when the Nymph’s legs gave out several yards short of the car and Ivy was forced to drag her, it was no easy task.


When Ivy had her almost to the back bumper, Mei-Xing opened her eyes and flopped her head to the side.


“S’bear?” she mumbled.


Confused, Ivy glanced over her shoulder and gasped.


A huge, furry mass hunched by the driver’s door of her car. The creature shifted its weight and grunted, giving no sign that it had heard them approach.


Heart pounding in her ears, Ivy slowly lowered Mei-Xing to the ground with one arm and lifted her free hand. Trembling, she managed to work her craft, casting a glamour around them to make them both invisible.


A glamour was the first thing she could think of, but she wasn’t sure it would work. Ivy was a city girl, and her magic lessons reflected her upbringing. A glamour would fool human eyes, but a bear’s? She didn’t know. And even if the bear couldn’t see them, it might still smell them. Crouched next to her prone friend, she put one hand on Mei-Xing’s arm, tried to think of a better spell, and waited.


Suddenly, the bear rose up and lowered one front paw into the driver’s window, which Ivy now realized was smashed. It fished around the inside of the car before withdrawing its paw, Ivy’s purse hooked in its claws. Squinting through the darkness, she watched in astonishment as the animal pried open the bag, dumped the contents on the ground, and inspected the items carefully before picking up her wallet.


Ivy gaped. There was a half-eaten granola bar in her purse that this “bear” had completely ignored.


She was still considering her next action when the animal reached into the car again, this time stretching its arm toward the backseat—toward Mei-Xing’s potted plant.


In a flush of protective anger, memories of offensive spells rushed into Ivy’s mind. She stepped through the glamour, leaving Mei-Xing safely hidden, and moved toward the thief with her fists balled.


“Hey!” she yelled.


She instantly regretted shouting when the animal snorted, reared up—a full five feet taller than her—and turned around with shocking fluidity.


Though it had bear-like qualities, this was definitely not a bear; its head was too narrow, its snout was too broad, its ears were too large—and its coat, which in the dark had looked brown, was actually spotted throughout the torso and striped on the legs. The thief seemed to smile at her, showing off a mouth full of pointed teeth, as it leaned toward her, its eyes afire with an unnatural glow. It emitted a wild, jittering sound like the crazed giggling of a madman.


Though frightened to her core, Ivy remained staunch. She wasn’t such a novice that she couldn’t tell the difference between someone with real power (like her mother) versus someone wearing a veil of power. This giant hyena might look like a monstrous animal, but that furry hide was just a disguise.


Hardening her expression, she threw out her arms to her sides, summoned a spark of power, swung her fingers to eye level, and spat an incantation.


The grass under the hyena’s feet crackled and burst into white flame. The hyena yelped and jumped back but the fire followed, abandoning the lightly singed grass and gripping the creature’s paws like flaming socks. Shrieking, the hyena bolted, taking the blaze with it, into the forest, the eerie white lights on its feet blinking through the shadows as it ran.


Ivy heaved a ragged sigh, both relieved and alarmed. This couldn’t be a coincidence. Had her mother sent this creature? Was it one of her familiars? If so, it was now on its way to report her whereabouts.


She quickly gathered up the contents of her shredded purse. They needed to keep moving.


She brushed the broken glass out of the driver’s seat, tossed her wallet into the glove box, and put her torn bag on the floor before retrieving Mei-Xing from behind the car. As she clumsily loaded the Nymph’s limp form into the passenger seat, she heard a sound echoing in the distance. A painful, laugh-like howl. A prickling sensation went up her spine. She hastily buckled Mei-Xing in and darted around the car to the driver’s side.


Ivy jumped behind the wheel and fired up the engine. If she drove all night, they could be in Las Vegas by tomorrow. If the hyena followed them, she would keep driving. If it kept following them, she would keep going. If she had to go to California, or Mexico, or Russia, she would. Just like Olive told her, she would keep moving forward and never look back.
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Ishak





ISHAK’S FEET CONTINUED BURNING LONG AFTER THE WHITE flames extinguished. The return through the forest was excruciating, like walking on lava, yet he smiled all the way. He had never expected to meet another witch. It was the opportunity he’d been praying for.


Just before midnight, Kivuli Panon met him in the motel parking lot. The gold bangles on the witch’s wrists and ankles tinkled as she walked, and her colorful coat waved in the wind. She thrust her hand, palm up, into his inhuman face, filling his nose with her scent: the faint odor of smoke, old leather, and dead roses.


“What have you brought me?” she demanded.


“I was injured,” he said, his voice dull and mechanical.


She narrowed her eyes, her hand slowly dropping. “You have nothing?”


“I was injured.”


Her lips drew into a tight line. Ishak waited, silently praying that she would not ask him to explain his wounds. If she asked, he would be compelled by her magic to answer and tell her about the blonde witch—and keeping this secret was his best chance of escape.


Kivuli Panon glared, her eyes twin cauldrons brewing shadow and sin. She yanked back her arm, then slapped him hard across the snout. The blow stung for only a moment. She was so small that even if she had thrown all her weight into it, it would not have left a bruise. A less intimidating woman Ishak had never met.


His instinct was to snarl and lunge at her—but although his brain sent the command to his muscles, his body did not obey. The brand on his back that marked him as her familiar intercepted the order and silenced it, once again bending him to her will.


“I can barely afford another night in this shithole motel!” she yelled. “Bring me money!”


With a snarl, she turned on her heel and made a beeline for the motel.


Watching her retreating form, Ishak remembered the first time he saw her. It was months ago, across the ocean in his village of Kabultiloa. He’d been enjoying a meal with his wife, Kalilah.


Fighting against the restraints of the brand, he growled. He had not seen his wife since this bitch abducted them both and branded them as her familiars.


Repressing the burning pain in his feet, he took off at a run back the way he had come. If he hurried, he might catch up to that blonde witch by sunrise.
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Mei-Xing





THE RISING SUN BROUGHT MEI-XING TO CONSCIOUSNESS IN THE passenger seat. They were parked at a rest stop just off a highway. Theirs was the only car in the lot, though on the opposite side of the restroom building she saw several eighteen-wheelers.


Ivy had fallen asleep with her forehead pressed to the steering wheel. A cool morning breeze blew through the smashed driver’s window, carrying the warring scents of diesel fumes and pine and rustling Ivy’s limp curls.


Wanting to let her friend get the rest she needed, Mei-Xing quietly slipped out of the car and walked across the parking lot toward the tree line. The light of the dawn warmed her skin, feeding her chloroplasts. As her hunger slowly abated, her sluggish body livened. She felt the nearby trees and shrubs enjoying the light alongside her, though none of them housed Nymphs.


Mei-Xing had sensed other Nymphs at various times since arriving in America, but she had not interacted with them. Even half a world away from her birth grove, she still feared word of her whereabouts would reach her family.


She turned her back on the forest and returned to the car. Her grove thought she was dead, and that was the way she wanted it.


[image: images]


She spent the next couple of hours sitting on the hood of the car, soaking up the sun and listening to the gradual increase in traffic, letting Ivy sleep so she’d be able to drive when she woke. Mei-Xing disliked driving. She was a plant, and a plant had no business working a machine—though Ivy had taught her how a few months earlier in preparation for this escape.


She and Ivy had tried keeping the lessons a secret; Ivy was afraid her family would see them and deduce their plan to escape. Mei-Xing didn’t tell her but all of Ivy’s six sisters and two cousins had at some point noticed that the lessons were happening. Most had rolled their eyes and muttered darkly about Ivy wasting so much effort on a “servant.” Underneath her glamour, Mei-Xing had felt the bark of her chest tighten with irritation. Servant was the least offensive word they used.


Of all the Nichols clan, the only one kind enough to treat her as an equal and perceptive enough to correctly deduce their intention was Rue, the youngest.


As they loaded up Ivy’s car with luggage, Rue came to say goodbye. The rest of the family assumed Ivy was going back to college for the fall semester and didn’t bother to acknowledge her departure. But Rue sprinted out the front door, threw her arms around her big sister, and whispered, “You’re not coming back, are you?”


“No,” Ivy whispered back.


“I wanna go too.”


Not a surprising request. Mei-Xing had noticed that Rue was frequently mistreated by big sisters Clove and Lily, always under their mother’s willfully blind eye.


“You can’t,” said Ivy.


“Please,” Rue pleaded. “Don’t leave me here.”


Mei-Xing saw Ivy’s resolution waver. She put a hand on her shoulder, and Ivy lifted her face and gave her a little smile of reassurance. It eased Mei-Xing’s concern, but not by much.


She’d known from the moment they agreed to run that she would have to be Ivy’s support, just like Ivy had been hers when they left China. Abandoning everything you had ever known, no matter how unpleasant it might be, was wildly disorienting. Having a hand to hold made all the difference.


The two Nichols girls looked so unlike each other that it was hard to believe they were related. Sunny curls versus midnight waves, blueberry eyes versus chocolate, speckled milk skin versus olive cream. Only the haze of deeply rooted fear that surrounded them was identical.


“You can come find me when you’re eighteen,” Ivy told Rue. “Just,” she added quietly, “don’t tell them where you’re going.”


Rue pinched her eyes tight, tears leaking out the sides. After a moment of clinging to Ivy, she nodded.


“Mom has OnStar in all the cars,” she said. “You should ditch yours soon and get another one.”


Ivy squeezed her baby sister hard before disentangling herself from her embrace. Once separated, the sisters quickly moved apart and went about their respective business, as if worried that someone would be suspicious to see them together. Their mutual paranoia spread to Mei-Xing, and she cast her gaze around to search for spies.


“Can you really trust her?” she asked Ivy in Mandarin. “It’s a big secret for a thirteen-year-old.”


“If I’m caught,” said Ivy, “it’ll be harder for her to escape in five years. She won’t risk that.”


It was as convincing an argument as Mei-Xing could imagine.


She slid off the hood and stepped around to the side of the car. The sun was warm, the highway humming. It was high time for them to get back on the road. She reached through the glassless window, intent on giving Ivy a shake, but stopped, her hand inches from her friend, when her eyes fell upon a distinctive mark in the dirt at her feet: a huge pawprint. A hazy image crawled out of her memory. A bear. Was that where the print had come from? But that was in the forest. This is a rest stop. Concerned, she nudged Ivy awake.


Ivy yawned, swiped at her blurry eyes, and rubbed at the imprint left on her forehead by the steering wheel. She looked at Mei-Xing—and immediately saw that something was wrong. “What is it?” she asked anxiously.


Mei-Xing pointed down at her feet. Ivy leaned out the window to look, and the sleep left her face immediately.


“Aah!” she cried, throwing open the car door so suddenly that Mei-Xing had to jump backward to avoid being clipped. “ Aah! It followed us! It followed us!”


Mei-Xing frowned. “What followed us? The bear?”


“Not a bear!” Ivy cried as she exited the car and began to pace in circles. “ Aah! Not a bear! It was a … it was a … Were-hyena!”


Through the babble and desperate gasps of Ivy’s anxiety attack, Mei-Xing slowly gleaned the full story. Ivy was convinced her mother had sent the hyena-man, but Mei-Xing suspected otherwise. If Hazel had bothered to spend the time and magic to send a familiar after her unloved daughter, she would have been ruthless about it; she wouldn’t sanction one of her servants quietly watching the runaway instead of snatching her up. Still, Mei-Xing understood Ivy’s fear. The first few months after leaving China, she’d jumped at the slightest rustle of leaves, convinced that someone from her grove had come to fetch her. Ivy had spent a lot of time talking with her, listening to her, and crafting spells to keep her hidden. It was just what Mei-Xing had needed, and she wanted to return the favor now.


Whether connected to the Nichols clan or not, the Werehyena was clearly following them. Step one of dealing with a threat was to work Ivy through her anxiety—the quicker the better.


Distraction usually worked. “You still haven’t picked a new name,” she said.


“W-what?” Ivy panted, wide-eyed.


Mei-Xing hooked her arm through Ivy’s elbow and led her to the passenger side of the car. “A new name,” she repeated. “Like your aunt told you. Have you thought of a name yet?”


The sudden change of subject stalled Ivy’s panic attack. She blinked rapidly behind her glasses and looked at her friend in bewilderment.


Mei-Xing smiled, opened the car door, and eased Ivy down onto the passenger seat. “You’ve never liked your name. Is there another one you do like?”


The tension gradually melted from Ivy’s face as she sank into thought. Mei-Xing got behind the wheel and fired up the engine. As she steered the car onto the highway—trying to hold back a grimace at the unnatural feeling—she saw Ivy shift in her seat out of the corner of her eye.


“How did you choose your name?” Ivy asked.


Mei-Xing smiled. It sounded like her friend’s mind was officially diverted. They would get back to the problem of the Were-hyena soon, but for now this was best.


“It was the name of the stewardess on our flight out of Shanghai,” Mei-Xing said. “I didn’t know anything about human names, so I just picked the first one that sounded nice to me.”


“Maybe I should do that,” Ivy said. “Just pick something.”


“No,” Mei-Xing said. “You’re not me. You’ve hated your name for a long time; you must have thought about what names you like better.”


Ivy fell silent for a long beat.


“My sister Holly,” she finally said, drumming her fingers on the armrest, “had this friend who would come to the house sometimes when I was seven or eight, and the friend had a big sister who always came to pick her up. She had curly hair—kind of like mine, except her mother didn’t make her get straightening treatments. She was curvy, too, definitely heavier than Mom would have let me or my sisters get. And she always wore mini-skirts and V-necks and form-fitting dresses, all the stuff I wasn’t allowed to wear. She was so cool.” Ivy, smiling like she was nursing a juicy secret, leaned toward Mei-Xing. “Every time she came by to get her sister, my mother would look her up and down like she was made of slime; sometimes she even made snide remarks about her clothes. But this girl, who was maybe seventeen, would roll her eyes at Mom and walk right past her, just … fearless. Sometimes she even snapped bubblegum in Mom’s face. I wanted to be her.”


The happy memory of a disrespectful teenage girl had lifted Ivy clear of her anxiety. Mei-Xing smiled and nodded encouragingly. “What was her name?”


“Georgette,” said Ivy. “That’s pretty, don’t you think?”


“Georgette,” repeated Mei-Xing, feeling out the word. She didn’t know much about names, but this one had a friendly sound to it. And saying it made Ivy happy. That made it special. “I like it. Should I start calling you Georgette?”


“ Hmm.” Ivy exhaled. “Maybe we could try it out for a few days and see if it takes.”


“Okay.” Mei-Xing drew a deep breath and flexed her fingers around the steering wheel. “Well, Georgette, I think we need to deal with the hyena-man.”


She braced for another panic attack but was pleasantly surprised not to hear any gasps from her friend.


“You’re right,” Ivy said in a surprisingly calm voice, tapping her foot against the floor mat. “Let’s work something out.”
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Ishak





AFTER PICKING UP THE SCENT TRAIL, ISHAK FOLLOWED IT FOR miles. At his fastest, he couldn’t match the speed of the car—particularly on burned feet—but after a couple of hours of constant running, he found the vehicle parked off the highway.


In the hazy glow of the rest stop’s lights, he stood next to the car and watched the two occupants sleeping.


Seeing the witch up close, his optimism dimmed. The girl was young, probably in her early twenties. And she was short and skinny. Despite the magic she’d used to chase him off, she didn’t look like a formidable opponent. The other one, meanwhile, confused his senses. She looked normal—thin, delicate, young like her companion—but her scent was contradictory. She smelled like grass and dirt. Not human, he soon concluded. That boosted his hopes. There was a glamour on the plant creature that was strong enough to fool his eyes. The witch, young and small though she was, must have some skill.


Ishak stared at the girls, fighting against the Hathiya brand on his back. Kivuli Panon’s orders to him were very clear—steal and don’t be seen. Try as he might, he couldn’t knowingly violate those commands. Instead, he waited—trembling and silently praying.


Wake up, little witch. I have to find Kalilah. I have spent months suspended in nothingness, feeling only pain as Kivuli Panon drains me of power. But Kalilah was with me; I felt her as clearly as I feel the wind in my fur tonight. Kivuli Panon abducted us together, branded us together, and transported us here together. So where is she now? Kivuli Panon tells me nothing and forbids me from asking.


I have known Kalilah all my life, little witch. We were children together, and we grew up learning Bultungin ways side by side. She was a better pupil than I; while I struggled with transformation, she took to it with ease. I caught up eventually, but she never let me forget that she was first, even after we married. How I love her. And yet I am yoked by a spell and can do nothing to help her. Wake up, little witch. I need you. I must find my wife.


But hours passed, and still the girls slept. Dawn approached. Kivuli Panon would be expecting him.


Brokenhearted, he left the girls’ car and ran off. He had passed a small town on the way. He would find something there to steal and take it to Kivuli Panon, and she would return him to the darkness until she summoned him again.
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Nicolás





SOMETHING’S OFF.


Dropping packets of herbs into a bag, Nicolás felt as if his hands were on automatic pilot. He smelled the Botanica’s usual mélange of herbs, oils, and candles, but today the aromatic haze filled not only the shop but also his head, wrapping his brain in a fog.


As he completed the order and folded over the top of the bag, he took a moment to self-assess. He didn’t feel sick, just off. He knew this feeling and knew what it signified, but he couldn’t imagine why it was happening now.


“Nico!” his tía hissed, snapping her fingers at him. “Get your head out of your ass!”


Jolting to attention, Nicolás immediately shifted into his customer service persona.


“Here, Tía, ” he said, handing her the bag. “It’s ready.”


Aunt Mariana snatched the bag and shot him one last disapproving look before turning back to face her customer. She tossed her head, bouncing her black hair about her lightly lined face, and smiled winningly as she purred, “Here you are, Ms. Kazimiera. We are always grateful for your business. Come again soon.”


The customer smiled as she accepted the bag with one gloved hand. As she turned to leave, she glanced back at Nicolas over the tops of her sunglasses.


Nico tried to smile, but, as usual, Ms. Kazimiera’s eyes made him shudder. There was something uncomfortably eager in those amber eyes, something … hungry.


Seeing him shiver, she grinned. Then she pulled her wide-brimmed hat lower, draping her face in shadow, and walked away. The door chimed as she exited. She opened a parasol over her head and sauntered out of sight.


Mariana grabbed him by the arm, pinching his bicep. She jabbed a finger an inch from his nose.


“Stay away from that woman,” she said. “El diablo conoce su sonrisa.”


“Sí, Tía,” he agreed. “I think she’d eat me alive.”


Nodding, she started to turn away but then paused. As often happened, something passed between them—an empathic understanding. She grasped his chin in her hand and pulled his face closer to hers.


“You feel strange,” she said, peering deep into his eyes. “When did the feeling begin?”


“This morning. I woke up with it.”


“ Hmm.” She tapped her front teeth with a long fingernail before smacking her lips. “Do you remember your dreams last night?”


He had already given his dreams some thought but hadn’t reached any conclusions. Maybe Mariana could provide him with some insight.


“I dreamt of a desert,” he said. “I was driving on a road that ran through it. Something was chasing me. I felt like it was behind me every step of the way, but every time I looked back, nothing was there. Then I was surrounded by … lights, like a huge cloud of fireflies but humming with music. They crowded me until I couldn’t see or hear anything else. When they cleared, I saw myself at home, looking out the window, but the Botanica stood where the deli should have been.” He scratched a spot on his cheek, feeling some stubble that had escaped the razor that morning. “What does it mean?”


Hands knitted together before her chin, two fingers over her lips, Mariana stood still and closed her eyes. Nico recognized this as her interpretive stance, the pose she adopted while her spirit allies helped her find truth. He waited patiently until she opened her eyes and lowered her hands.


“What was the music?” she asked.


The question surprised him. He hadn’t considered the music. Returning to the dream as best he could, he tried replaying the moment. The song was familiar, but it took a lot of concentration for him to place it. “You know,” he said slowly, “I think it was Neil’s ringtone.”


She cocked her head, squinting.


“Neil,” he repeated. “My roommate.”


Snapping her eyes closed, she smiled and nodded. “Neil!” She chuckled. “Of course.”


“What does it mean, Tía ?”


“What do you think it means?”


He had to fight the urge to roll his eyes. Mariana was never one to pass up a teachable moment.


With a sigh, he scanned his memory of the dream one more time. “Maybe I’ll go on a trip and learn something important to my training?” he ventured.


Mariana stared at him for such an uncomfortably long time that he knew he must be wrong. Eventually, she pursed her lips and puffed a breath through her nose.


“I’ve taught you better than that,” she said. “Think what you told me, mijo. You didn’t see yourself on the road but then you did see yourself at home. What does that tell you?”


With the illumination of her words, he saw his mistake clearly. “I wasn’t seeing through my own eyes,” he said. “I was experiencing someone else’s desert journey.”


“Eso es.” Mariana nodded briskly, satisfied.


“Someone,” Nico added, “who’s coming to me.”


She smiled at him, her eyes full of pride.


Energized by her silent praise, he asked, “But what about the lights? And the music?”


The pride evaporated, replaced by aggravation. She threw up her hands and launched into a rapid string of Spanish, only half of which Nico caught. What he did understand was that she was disappointed.


“Clients will come to you with their dreams, and they will expect answers!” she finally said in English. “Dios mío, I’ve spent ten years nurturing your natural curandero gifts! Is this as far as you’ve come?”


She relapsed into Spanish, rambling about taking him back to basics: relearning the tarot cards, quizzing on the purpose of different herbs, and guided meditations. Inwardly, he groaned.


“I’m taking three psychology classes today, Tía,” he said, interrupting her tirade, “and then I’m scheduled at the therapy clinic until closing.”


“Then I’ll see you here after closing, Nico,” she told him, pointing a finger between his eyes.


“Sí, Tía,” he said with a sigh.


The door chimed and Mariana immediately turned to greet the customer.


Taking advantage of the distraction, Nico slipped into the back room, where he closed the textbooks and notes he’d been studying earlier and shoved them all into his bag. He slung the bag over his shoulder, peeked around the corner at Mariana—she was engrossed in conversation with the customer—and made a break for the door.


He pushed outward—and at the chime, he saw Mariana’s head swivel in his direction.


“Nico!”


He flinched—but much to his relief, she smiled.


“You bring us dinner tonight after your internship, you hear me?”


He returned her smile and nodded. “ Sí, Tía
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Ishak





WHEN ISHAK NEXT EMERGED FROM THE NOTHINGNESS, HE felt ill. He quickly realized he was seated in the back of a moving vehicle, unfamiliar scenery passed by in the twilight.


He felt a wave of fear and anger. There was no way to know how much time had passed since the night he’d watched the blonde witch sleep, nor how far from her he was now.


From the passenger seat, Kivuli Panon adjusted the rearview mirror and fixed her gaze on him through the reflection. The evil in her eyes squirmed and twisted like eels in baskets.


“It’s almost sundown,” she said. “When we pull over, get out and go find me more money.”


Coming back from the rest area that night, compelled by the brand in his skin, he had ripped open an ATM and returned to Kivuli Panon with a stack of bills in his jaws. It should have taken her weeks to burn through that much cash. If she was broke, then surely the blonde witch had long since left his reach. He had lost his chance. Grief washed over him, as powerful as if he had seen Kalilah die in his arms.


“When you have something valuable,” Kivuli Panon said, “bring it to me at the Waldorf Astoria. I have a suite there.”


Ishak blinked. A suite. Waldorf Astoria. That sounded expensive. Was that how she was spending the ATM money? He looked out the window again, this time with greater interest. They were in a suburban area filled with nearly identical houses, small patches of green lawn, and backyard swimming pools peeking through the fences. Though there weren’t many cars on the road with them, Ishak heard a busy highway not far away.


“Where are we?” he asked.


Her gaze sharpened, and she pushed the mirror back toward the driver. “Don’t ask questions.”


The command shot through him, starting in the brand on his back and jolting through every nerve.


Jaw clenched, he shifted his eyes to the driver as she readjusted the mirror. It was one of the witch’s other familiars. He had seen her before, but due to the spell that held them both captive, they had never spoken to one another. They locked gazes in the rearview mirror, but she quickly looked away. She drove the car with dull resignation in her eyes, her feathered arms mostly hidden beneath the sleeves of her coat and her talon-feet concealed by the shadow of the dashboard.


With a gesture from their captor, the bird-woman turned the steering wheel and brought the car to a stop by the curb. As the last light of day faded, Kivuli Panon turned and fixed Ishak with her slithery eyes.


“Get out,” she commanded. “There’s plenty of money in this city. Go out there, stay out of sight, and bring me money.”


He leaped from the car, happy to obey an order that took him away from her. As soon as he closed the door, the bird-woman drove off, chauffeuring Kivuli Panon to the expensive hotel she would likely run him ragged to afford. He only had until dawn to find out if the blonde witch was close enough to reach and steal enough valuables to keep Kivuli Panon appeased.


With a full-body flex, his human form folded in, and the hyena emerged, transforming him. Now four-legged, he broke into a sprint. The pads of his feet still ached, and he was pleased to feel it. If he still hadn’t healed from his encounter with the two travelers, then he had not been removed from the world for long. He put his nose to the wind and inhaled deeply, frantically sorting through the barrage of scents that came to him. So many humans! He would make a sweep of this city and take in all the smells he could. If he didn’t find the girls—
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