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The man told Rose that the little boy was his son, but Harper was pretty sure her mom didn’t believe a word of it.

“Keep away from that man,” she told Harper when she picked her up from school that day. “I can’t turn down his money, not with that little boy’s hungry face looking at me, but I want you to come in the back and stay out of the common areas today, all right?”

Of course, telling Azalea “Harper” McNulty not to do something was the worst idea ever. Which just went to show how distracted her mother was about the new boarder. Harper stayed in her room only until the sun went down, pretending to do homework but really playing StarCraft: Broodwar on the cobbled together PC she’d bought with her chore money. Her friends were all playing a new game called Rome: Total War, but she couldn’t let go of her Zerg fixation.

Night came quickly as the leaves were already changed and the Idaho autumn was in full glory. Harper went down the back stairs and slipped into the dark, shifting to her fox form as soon as she was fully hidden from view of the house. She’d been able to shift for a few years now, though Mom was paranoid about her doing it when guests were in residence at the Henhouse Bed & Breakfast.

The man drove a sedan with duct tape covering over the small triangular window in the left rear door. He’d left it unlocked, Harper could see the profile of the lock through the window, but she didn’t shift back to pop open a door yet. The car was pulled up right in front of the house and lights were still on inside the B&B. If the door made a noise or a dome light went on, Harper’s exploration would be over. Instead she used her nose, sniffing around the car. The man wasn’t a smoker. The car was leaking oil into its pan. And there was something dead in the trunk.

The decaying flesh smell was faint but once she detected it, she couldn’t rid her nose of the scent. Harper looked toward the house, worried about her mom. Rose was capable and had a gun, or worst case, her speed and teeth as a fox shifter. Besides, Harper reasoned with herself, if there was something really dead in that trunk, it wasn’t very big, because the smell was faint. Maybe there had been something in there? Some people picked up road kill. It might be nothing.

As she crouched by the trunk, undecided, her ears picked up the sound of restless movement from the barn. Something was disturbing the horses. She ran, a red-brown shadow, across the wide driveway and down to the barn.

Meadow and Saint were moving restlessly in their stalls as she shifted to human and slid the barn door open.

“I’m sorry,” said a small voice as Harper’s eyes adjusted to the barn light. They always left a single light by the feed room on, in case of emergencies.

The voice belonged to a little boy, nor more than seven or eight, who was crouched at the end of the hall by Meadow’s door. Harper stepped into the barn but left the door half open behind her. She didn’t want him to feel cornered.

“I just wanted to pet the ponies,” he said. “Please don’t tell?”

His brown eyes were wide and glinted with tears. His face was thin, too thin, and weirdly lined as though he were an old man trapped in a child’s body. He smelled a little sour, like his clothes hadn’t been washed in a while and his brown hair hung in a badly cut, greasy mop over his forehead.

Shit, Harper thought.

“Hey,” she said. “It’s okay. They just don’t know you. Let me get some carrots, okay?”

The boy nodded and his shoulders stopped shaking as he straightened up. Cringing, that’s what he’d been doing, Harper realized as she ducked into the feed room and pulled a couple carrots from the bag in there.

“I’m Azalea,” she said, holding out half a carrot to him. Meadow stuck her white nose over the half door of her stall and whickered. Harper decided not to confuse the kid by giving him her nickname.

“Max,” he said, taking the carrot. His eyes widened again and he covered his mouth with a grimy hand. “I mean, Jamie.”

Harper raised her eyebrows but swallowed her questions. Even in human form she could smell the waves of fear and anxiety coming off the kid. He was like the injured animals she rescued from the woods and highway. Scared, uncertain. He needed calm treatment. That’s what her mom had always said to do with scared, hurt things.

“Hold your hand flat,” Harper instructed. “Let her take it from you.”

“That tickles,” Max said with a high giggle. Meadow crunched her treat. Saint leaned over his door and nosed the halter hanging on it, banging the metal bits against the door to get attention. “I think she wants some, too.”

“That’s a boy horse, a gelding,” Harper explained. “His name is Saint and he’s what’s called a blanket Appaloosa. This is Meadow, she’s a grey Arabian.”

“They’re magnificent,” Max said solemnly as he fed the other half of the carrot to Saint.

Harper grinned at his careful pronunciation of “magnificent” as though it were a word he’d just learned. She remembered learning big words as a little kid and trying to use them every chance she could get. She handed him another half carrot, thinking quickly about how to help him.

“Want to know how Meadow came to us?” she asked, watching him in her periphery but keeping her body turned to the side. She kept calm, trying to present no threat at all. She didn’t wait for his answer.

“She used to belong to another family. A mean one. They didn’t feed her and they kept her locked in a very small space. She was hurt bad, but Mom and I helped her and brought her here to live with us.”

Meadow had been so skinny by the time Dr. Lake and Mom had convinced the police to take her away from the Andersens. Harper’s fists clenched at the memory. The little grey mare had barely been able to stand, her sides raw from the cattle pen they’d tied her into, her back covered in sores from rain rot. Her teeth were worn down from chewing on the bars and her feet had been overgrown. Harper had spent two weeks sleeping in the barn so she could feed Meadow carefully portioned and timed servings of hot mash. She remembered lying here, listening to the mare breathe in and out. Much like the boy was now, small signs of life.

“She’s nice,” Max said. He wasn’t looking at Harper or Meadow, but down at his sneakers.

“Maybe tomorrow you can ride one,” Harper said, walking to Meadow’s stall. She stroked the mare’s nose. “If your dad is okay with it.”

At the mention of his dad, Max froze. The cringing, terrified boy was back in an instant, like he’d done his own kind of shape change.

Harper took a slow, deep breath. She crouched down to make herself seem as small and unthreatening as possible.

“He’s not your dad, is he,” she said, making it more statement than question.

Max continued staring silently at her for the space of a few breaths. He shook his head, just once, before glancing nervously over his shoulder at the half open barn door.

Thinking about the dead critter smell around the car, Harper made a guess, watching the kid’s face carefully.

“He did something bad to your real parents?”

Max huddled down, turning so his back was to Saint’s stall door. The gelding nudged his hair and the boy’s face split in a smile for half a second before he looked at Harper again.

“Mom. He killed her,” he whispered so quietly that if Harper hadn’t been a shifter, she might have missed the words over the sounds of the horses breathing and moving. “Said she was a devil creature.”

“What kind of creature?” Harper whispered back, creeping closer to the kid and putting her own back against the stall. She tried to make her posture say “we’re in this together, we’re the same.”

“She was a werewolf,” Max said. He looked up at Harper like he expected her not to believe him. “He shot her with silver bullets right from a shotgun.”

Silver didn’t do shit to shifters, but a shotgun blast to the head would kill one most of the time. Harper shivered thinking about what this little kid had witnessed.

While it was not guaranteed, if his mom was a shifter it made it likely that this kid would be one, too. That made him family, in a way. That’s how Harper’s mom had always taught her. Shifters had to look out for their own.

“He hurts you?” she asked, knowing deep in her heart already that the answer would be yes. She was a teenager, but she had the internet and books and newspapers. She knew terrible things happened and grown men didn’t steal kids without terrible plans.

“He says it’ll get the devil out of me,” Max said. Big tears rolled down his cheeks, falling into the hunger lines and dripping off his chin. “I don’t want to be the devil.”

“Am I the devil, you think?” she said.

“No,” he said. “You’re too pretty and nice and ponies like you and they wouldn’t like the devil, I don’t think.”

“They like you, too.”

Max seemed to think about that for a minute. He nodded.

“Max,” Harper said, guessing that was his real name and the Jamie nonsense was the evil man’s attempt to hide his crimes. “I promise I’ll keep you safe from that bad man, okay? But you got to promise me something, too.”

Max nodded, wrapping his skinny arms around boney knees.

“You have to tell my mom everything you told me, okay? She’s really strong. She can make sure you are safe.”

Max shook his head, his eyes wild. “No, he’ll kill her just like he killed mommy. He’s got guns.”

“This is Idaho, kid,” Harper said with a chuckle. “We all got guns.”

He looked skeptical but nodded slowly.

Harper stood and offered him her hand. He started to reach for it and froze at the crunch of feet on gravel. Harper turned toward the door.

The sound of the horses and her total focus on the kid had masked the noise the man made approaching the barn until he was already there. He filled the half open door. His eyes were grey or blue, his light brown hair cut military short. He had a muscular build on a tall frame and an expression on his face that said he had a damn good idea that the kid had been talking. The shotgun gripped casually in one hand said he was ready to do something awful about it.

“Jamie,” he said in a voice that seemed to boom though Harper knew it was just the acoustics of the barn. “Come here.”

“Get behind me,” Harper hissed.

Max squeezed her hand and cringed back behind her. His trust warmed her, pushing back the desire to freeze out of fear. The man was just a man. He was evil, and he’d hurt her people.

All Harper’s fear melted away, leaving a calm white-hot anger behind. She was still
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Eat. Sleep. Game. Repeat. Those words made an okay tee-shirt slogan but a shitty distraction from grief. Harper had spent months streaming, perfecting her builds and gaining points in the Major Gaming League’s online qualifiers, and trying to do as little thinking about the events of the previous winter as possible.

Trying being the operative word. Sleep brought nightmares. Food tasted like packing peanuts. StarCraft was her only salvation. There was too much to keep track of in each game for her to dwell on life, on grief and loss. She’d bounced between friend’s couches, meeting people in real life whom she’d known only online, renewing acquaintances with people she’d more or less abandoned to stay home and help her mom the last few years.

Azalea McNulty became XHarperX again. XHarperX won games, climbed the ladder, and didn’t have to think about what she’d lost. Online there was no chance of turning a corner and thinking for a moment she’d seen Max in her peripheral vision only to suffer the crushing disappointment that it was someone else. A stranger’s brother or son or friend. It would never be Max, no matter how quickly she turned her head.

Everywhere she went, his ghost followed. Except in her games. There she only had time and energy for executing her strategies.

She was staying with Ariadne, one of the members of what Harper joked was their secret Shifter gamer cabal. Ariadne, or Queen Aria as she was known online, was a cheetah shifter, YouTube star, and cosplay goddess. Convention season was swinging into gear, not a moment too soon for Harper’s taste. Conventions meant people, which was annoying, but it also meant endless distraction and other friends to hang out with. Friends not from Wylde. Friends who wouldn’t remind her of any part of home.

“Did you pack enough glitter?” Harper asked Ariadne as they finished stuffing her car with plastic crates of costuming and supplies, including an entire box just marked “sparkles” in gold Sharpie.

“Some of that shit is Lily’s,” Ariadne said. They were headed to a convention merely an hour drive from Ariadne’s apartment, so Lily, another friend of theirs who was big into the cosplay scene, had shipped some things to the apartment.

Harper made a face at her friend and climbed into the front seat. She had a couple changes of clothing and her laptop. The convention wasn’t a big one, only a few thousand people, but the MGL had a sponsored live qualifier with a small prize pool and, more importantly for what she wanted, points available to earn toward the big LAN final at the MGL Prime convention taking place near end of summer.

Ariadne slid into the driver’s seat. She was tall, easily five foot ten without having to stand up super straight for it, with light brown skin, tight red-brown curls Harper secretly envied, and wide golden-brown eyes. She had the kind of effortless-seeming beauty that Harper now knew after living with her for a couple weeks wasn’t effortless at all.

“Road trip!” Ariadne pushed the button to start the car.

“An hour is hardly a road trip,” Harper said as she buckled her seatbelt.

“Don’t make me take the long route.”

“Road trip!” Harper said with a grin that almost wasn’t forced.
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The check-in line at the con hotel was stuffed as always on a Friday of a convention, but not nearly as busy as it would be in a few hours. Harper waited with Ariadne, keeping her head down. Normally she’d be playing convention bingo with her friend, but just the smells and sounds were enough to overwhelm her after the sleepless night she’d had. Friday and already the hotel smelled like deodorant, whatever they sprayed the entry carpet with while cleaning it, and stale chocolate-chip cookies. Hotels always put nuts in their cookies, usually walnuts. Harper didn’t understand why they’d ruin a perfectly good cookie like that. Being in a thin paper bag and stuck in a drawer all day didn’t improve the cookies either.

“Oh god, that douche is here,” Ariadne said under her breath.

Harper’s fox-shifter hearing picked it up, as Ariadne had known it would. She looked up, scanning the crowd, her mind half-focused on definitely not seeing Max. He wasn’t here, he couldn’t be here, this wasn’t a place for him ever.

He never got to come with me like I promised. Another promise she hadn’t kept.

Harper shook the thought away. No moping. Number one life rule she was laying down this damn second.

“Don’t make eye contact, he might come over,” Ariadne hissed.

Harper scanned back, realizing she’d missed the guy in question. The moment she focused, she knew who her friend meant. Ariadne’s ex-boyfriend, Derrick. He was a tall, blond bucket of asshole. Harper hadn’t dealt with him much in person, but he was notorious for causing streamer drama. She’d stayed out of it and with her heavily moderated chat and total lack of interest in even commenting on the latest what-the-fuckery drama being generated, she wasn’t much of a target. After everything that had happened over the winter, she’d even stopped streaming with a camera. It damaged her donation revenue, but cut down on drive-by trolls and let her focus without feeling scrutinized. No camera, ban-happy moderation, and no drama meant little interest from those viewers and other streamers hunting for trouble.

“Big-D? What’s he doing here?” Harper said, turning her body so she could keep him in her side vision without looking directly at him.

“Probably because of that streamer party tomorrow night,” Ariadne said. She bent down and pretended to adjust a strap on her suitcase. “He’s got to keep pushing his brand, after all. And he just loves swanning for his groupies.”

“Oh, yeah. I think I saw something about the streamer thing.” Harper vaguely remembered an invite to the party. Derrick, aka Big-D, was surrounded by a group of men who were mostly younger and less conventionally attractive. Even a glance told Harper they were trying hard to look above it all while hoping everyone would glance their way.

Not her kind of crowd even a little. She only vaguely recognized two of them other than Big-D, though their names escaped her.

“You’re going. I’m going, so you’re going.”

“Great, drunk humans all comparing their subscriber rates, my favorite,” Harper muttered. “I guess it’ll be fun to watch Big-D glare daggers at you like he’s doing right now.”

“He still thinks our non-feud is going to fuel his channel or something. Just ignore him. I do.”

“Yeah, like how you’re ignoring him right now. Totally believable.” Harper bit back a chuckle.

“OMG, are you Queen Aria? Can I take a pic with you?” A human girl who looked maybe nineteen stepped up to the velvet rope that was doing its best to corral and channel the people checking into their rooms. Her pink, spiky wig and fluffy purple skirt suggested she was in a costume already but Harper had no idea what character she was. Anime wasn’t her forte.

“Hi, I’m checking in right now, but I’d be happy to do a selfie with you real quick.” Ariadne smiled about twice as wide as she had to, dropping into her persona easily.

Harper watched as Derrick, or “Big-D” as he called himself as his streamer name, gave a half wave to someone she couldn’t see over the line of people, and stalked off, trailing his small group who gave Ariadne’s back sneering glances as they went. Harper was willing to bet real monies that she hadn’t seen the person Big-D was waving to because that person didn’t exist. She could tell a faked exit when she saw one. She supposed she should count herself lucky that she didn’t have any bitter exes hanging around. Her friends sure had shitty track records with break-ups.

“Thank you, you’re the best. Did you get the lights working for your dress?” Ariadne’s fan was saying.

“I did, come to the Masquerade tomorrow.” Ariadne handed the girl back her phone. “Have fun.”

“Sweet, thanks,” the girl said, running after a group of teens, waving her phone like she’d just won a prize.

“Guess your ex couldn’t handle the fangirling,” Harper joked with a jerk of her head to indicate he was gone.

“Big-D,” Ariadne said with a snort, her voice a little louder than before. “He’s like average at best.”

“Remind me never to cheat on you,” Harper said.

“Or hijack my feed and start claiming I cheated and talking about how I only used you for viewers? Or plaster naked pics I didn’t even know he took all over the fucking net? But I’m not bitter.” Ariadne gave her head a little shake, sending her curls bouncing. Her lips peeled back from her teeth and her eyes took on a decidedly feral glint. That was one of Harper’s favorite things about Ariadne. With some shifters, like Ezee back home, the beast was more or less quiet when they were in human shape. Others, like Harper herself, carried their animal selves more on their sleeve.

“They say success is the best revenge,” Harper offered. The guy was an asshole, but on the level of assholes she’d had to deal with in the last year, he didn’t even rate. Just a human, doing petty human bullshit. Harper wisely swallowed any comments to that effect. Ariadne’s feelings were still real. Hurt was hurt.

“It really fucking is,” Ariadne said.

But Harper knew it wasn’t, not in all circumstances. There was no revenge great enough to heal some wounds.
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