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      Two and a half months ago, Evie and Laika landed their first real case, only to watch the evidence literally go up in flames. They uncovered the masterminds behind the Luna-C mauling epidemic in LA and Glenwood, but proving it was another matter. With every trail scorched and every witness compromised, they failed to tie Bartholomew Newport, Evie’s brother-in-law, along with Becky the Glenwood Anarchist and Veks, the demon she summoned, to the crimes.

      Now the werewolves are blacklisted from LA MOONS and confined to working Glenwood’s streets again. And as the dust settles, the personal stakes get messier. Laika’s once-simple relationship with Alfred is turning into something serious, while Evie’s years of avoiding her family seem to be unraveling. They have begun creeping into her daily life, and she is running out of places to hide.
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        Laika

        April 26th, 2019

        The Very Questionable Edge of Glenwood’s Jurisdiction in a Warehouse, Probably Glenwood, CA

      

      

      Laika hated shuffling through vents. Especially when she had to do it on four paws at 4:30 AM on a Friday. No one was supposed to be awake at this time of the morning unless they hadn’t gone to bed yet. She had gone to bed, and then moonlighting called ungodly early.

      “- keep up, we ain’t got all night.” A gruff voice reached her ears from below, barely discernible among the echoes in the vent. If Laika didn’t have super hearing, she doubted she’d have caught anything over the little dings of her claws on metal. Evie perked up behind her; her friend must have caught flashes of emotion from her supernatural empathy.

      The same person commanded, “Just get it packed and in the truck.”

      Another man whined, “I don’t see why we’re botherin’ to move. This setup took forever to get right! I don’t got time to redo this, I’ve got cousins dropping by next week.”

      Seriously? This lead was barely hours old and they were moving their operation already? Why? Laika strained to follow their conversation while she shimmied towards a grate. Peering through revealed a plain, grey box of a room lined with shelves upon shelves. On the floor below, two dwarves in leather biker jackets were hurriedly clearing tables off into crates. The broader of the two had a red bandanna and, based on how he was chewing out his buddy, was in charge. “Quit your bitching, Ulric. MOONS is running wild on every tip-off, and it was your cursed ass that got spotted. Ask your cousins to help!”

      Why did that name sound familiar? Ulric tore down an intricate structure of glass tubes in one smooth motion, and shook his head. “Nah, you don’t want ‘em anywhere near this. It’s the other side of the family.”

      “My condolences,” chortled his boss.

      Laika studied the dwarf named Ulric, certain she’d seen him before. The blood red, snake-eyed dice tattooed over his brow was so familiar. Then it hit her like the face full of glass shards he’d left her with. She’d caught Unlucky Ulric stealing from one of Glenwood’s local magic shops last fall. Apparently the charges hadn’t even held him six months. Laika growled, her muzzle prickling at the memory.

      Their bickering abruptly cut off as both dwarves scanned the shadows.

      Ulric whispered, “Did ya hear that, Irv?” His fingers curled around the nearest beaker, which was more dangerous than a knife in a glass craft dwarf’s grasp.

      When this was over, Laika knew Evie was going to punch her. Blowing their cover like that was such a rookie mistake. But they were stuck in silence since retreating meant giving away their position.

      Not that it mattered when Irv looked up and made eye contact with Laika through the slats of the grate. “Yeah, we’ve got wolves in the walls,” he announced, hands already in the air to unleash his unknown craft.

      Laika should have been afraid of whatever magic he was bringing to bear, but curiosity was winning. The exasperated huff from Evie meant that Laika was doing a terrible job concealing her emotions, too.

      The vent started to shake violently. Oh shit! Irv was a metal craft dwarf!

      The aluminum sheets ripped away and Laika smashed through the shelving below. She crashed to the ground with Evie. So much for the element of surprise. Shouting and cursing continued as Laika regained her footing. At least her gear had taken the brunt of the impact instead of her bones.

      Unfortunately, the fall gave both dwarves even more time to prepare. Ulric coated his arms in glass armor, and Irv had brass encasing his knuckles. Old metal shelving, a table of science beakers, and the trashed vents surrounded them. This couldn’t have been a worse place to face off against the pair. Despite that, Ulric fretted, “Hey Irv, we need to get the hell out of here before backup shows. Last time there was a huge guy with arms thicker than three braided pipes.” His previous run in with them had left an impression.

      “Nah, there’s no one else,” assured Irv.

      Internally, Laika swore because the handful of police and a paramedic witch outside weren’t going to be much help. Hybrid form was her only hope. Between her and Evie, she was the faster shift, but containing two elementally advantaged dwarves would be a tall order for her friend. However, Evie didn’t seem to agree as the red wolf launched herself fangs-first at Irv, only to get cracked across the jaw from Ulric’s reinforced fist. The crunch of bone heralded a need for green magic healing later.

      Not wasting the distraction, Laika poured her rage into fueling her transformation. Her muzzle shrank and her line of sight swiftly rose. She didn’t go unnoticed as Irv jabbed his fist her way. He shouted, “Let’s bring the roof down!”

      Like the whole roof? Or just the jagged metal vent above her? Laika flinched and covered her head with her half-shifted arms.

      For a heart-pounding moment the sheet metal started to shake and then… nothing. It twisted helplessly against its struts. Apparently her opponent wasn’t strong enough to bring the house down. It was almost comical to watch Irv wave his vigorously, but pointlessly, upwards.

      His partner agreed with her, because Ulric doubled over in laughter. As his magic fizzled, dark splotches of embarrassment spread across Irv’s nose.

      Their stupidity gave Laika’s limbs time to stretch, packing on fur covered muscle. Hybrid form was the nightmare people conjured when they thought of werewolves. Her enchanted gear expanded to create a fully armored monster in the middle of the fight. These idiots were screwed now that she could match them strength to strength with double the reach.

      Time to make as much noise and chaos as possible! Striking hard, her knuckles connected with Irv’s jaw, a little retaliation for her best friend. But pain raced up Laika’s arm. Damn! She might as well have punched a train barreling towards her at full speed. Reinforcement magic soaked in the force, protecting her from all but a little soreness.

      Irv skidded back and she followed him relentlessly. When Ulric tried to join, Laika snapped an elbow at him, only to be deflected by his glass shields.

      Her arm soared wide, leaving her open for a glass spike to the face.

      Then Evie sank her fangs into Ulric’s shoulder before he could react to the opening. Her friend had the best timing! Laika swung a nearby shelf into the shield and shattered the glass before following it with a heavy kick. She aimed squarely at his unprotected gut. Ulric swore breathlessly, slumping down to his knees, but she left him for Evie.

      Laika didn’t have time to be distracted since Irv had conscripted the smaller shelves into the fight. By his command, they snaked around her, trying to restrain her in place. Moving as fast as vipers, they constricted her limbs.

      “Now you’re in for it!” Irv spat.

      If she could have smirked with her canine features, then Laika would have. She flexed her forearms and found give in the metal. Irv’s magic was exciting, but he’d be better off trying to fight her hand-to-hand. One arm wrenched free with a metallic screech before she gouged her claws into the nearby table. All the fragile science equipment atop it hurled straight into Irv’s face as Laika swung her new weapon.

      Glass sliced across his skin, causing him to shriek, and his magic cut off. Laika took the time to snap free of her remaining restraints. Another uppercut crumpled the distracted dwarf.

      Now, where was the other one?

      Laika found Ulric with Evie still latched onto his shoulder. However, with his boss down for the count, it seemed he’d found a second wind. Slamming his back into the wall forced Evie to yelp. Her fangs left a bloody trail, but Ulric had enough freedom to flip them off with two middle fingers and run. “Nope, I’m done! All you crazy mutts can fuck right off!”

      Oh hell no. He wasn’t escaping now!

      Laika launched after him. She closed the distance as they raced towards the metal shutters. The barrier wasn’t much more than tissue paper against Ulric’s strength.

      He wasn’t about to lose her in the dark; she’d keep up. However, the chase was cut short as a pair of massive arms wrapped around the dwarf. Ulric’s feet left the concrete to kick helplessly against a body stronger than steel.

      Laika put on the brakes, avoiding a full speed crash by inches as she came eye to eye with the dwarf’s captor. Red hair and beard braided like a magnificent lion’s mane, fangs as long as Laika’s hybrid claws, and wearing a plain black shirt with ‘LA MOONS Supervisor’ printed on the front.

      What the hell was Nikolaj Hightower doing here?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Evie

        April 26th, 2019

        The Still Very Questionable Edge of Glenwood’s Jurisdiction, Probably Glenwood, CA

      

      

      Evie hoped that her face wasn’t bruising. She couldn’t feel her lips despite the pain radiating along her jawline. The bone had to be cracked. If her assailant hadn’t been handcuffed already, she’d have given him a swift kick to the stomach.

      “You’ve got a mandibular fracture,” Melinda announced, “In laymans, a broken jaw. Don’t talk, it’ll only hurt more.” She slipped on a pair of dark leather gloves over tattooed skin and gently pushed Evie’s red curls behind her ears. A small thrill ran along Evie’s spine at the action, but she stuffed it back down and focused on the magic instead. The material glowed green on contact with her skin. Their on-call paramedic was the only moonlighting witch in Glenwood, and she’d been at more and more of Night Claws’s jobs lately. The reserved woman was much better backup than Laika’s boyfriend.

      Trying to ignore the spreading itch of healing, Evie focused on the woman's calm aura instead. If Melinda wasn’t concerned, the fracture couldn’t be that bad. She’d worry about bruising once speaking didn’t suck. Eyeing the tattoos that covered Melinda’s arms and neck, Evie wondered if they were actually magical or just decorative. But today wasn’t going to be the day she asked. The jurisdiction argument happening around them was getting loud again.

      “We were here first!” Owen growled, his emotions were bright clashing colors that made her head hurt. “And we did all the work!”

      “I caught one of your errant dwarves,” corrected Nikolaj, his aura more anxious than angry. Evie wasn’t sure what his official title was, but he was some type of supervisor that reported to Bruce, the actual Head of Los Angeles MOONS. The huge vampire loomed over the wolfkin. Not that it seemed to matter to the Glenwood Police officer. Owen wasn’t going to back down just because of a height difference.

      “I acted on the tip,” hissed Owen.

      “The tip you got from me.” Nikolaj wasn’t giving up his claim either.

      “You said you didn’t have time!” Then Owen reached for his phone and internally, Evie grumbled. No doubt he was about to summon his trump card when it came to jurisdiction.

      Thankfully, Laika got involved by physically stepping between the men. Before anyone went for the nuclear option, she protested, “Don’t make him call Alfred. You don’t even care about some small-time Luna-C bust. Let us have this one.”

      The last time Alfred Klímek intervened between both MOONS departments, Evie and Laika were blacklisted from moonlighting in Los Angeles. These drug busts were the best work they were getting right now. Once she could speak again, Evie would be her charming self, if only to prevent this situation from escalating. Surrendering the ‘glory’ would be worth preventing a fight even if Owen and Laika didn’t agree.

      “You are in my territory without approval from LAPD.” Nikolaj’s words caused Owen to blink first.

      Laika ignored his warning. “This is clearly Glenwood. Why would you even want these guys?”

      Everyone looked at Irv and Ulric handcuffed in thick magic suppression bands, golden runes carved around the rim. They were the cause of so many people standing in the high beams of a GPD cruiser at 5 AM. But it wasn’t like they could pick who arrested them today, and they weren’t a career-making case, either.

      “I don’t want your dwarves,” admitted Nikolaj.

      Owen raised his voice again. “WHAT!? Then why are we debating this?”

      Melinda removed her hands from Evie’s jaw and answered the question for the officer. “Because the vampire is here for something else. Or someone else.” She packed her magical gloves into her medical bag now that the job was done. “If it’s me, then I decline. LA can get bent. Find another witch for whatever scheme you’re planning.”

      “I am not here for you, green witch. I need Night Claw,” explained Nikolaj.

      “Absolutely no way I’m giving you another one of my packs,” snapped Owen, the fury in his aura implied all the swearing he’d restrained. “Take your dwarves and get out of here Nick!”

      “Why?” Evie interrupted, her jaw immediately regretting her harsh tone.

      Laika shook her head, the move sending out a dust cloud that had clung to her dark hair. “Your boss doesn’t want us moonlighting in LA, the Crescent Bell strike has been going for months, and the two of us aren’t enough to make up for your lacking numbers.”

      Desperately, Owen cut in, “It doesn’t matter. Glenwood can’t afford to lose anymore people. LA MOONS has Dark Wind full time and Blood Fang ninety percent of the time already. Besides Night Claw, I’ve only got a cult of mid-tier werewolves, a possibly criminal vampire, and a non-combat witch.” He looked between the women pleading. “If you leave, then I’m stuck with the crazies and Gibson.”

      “I will trade you, two- no, one Dark Wind and two Blood Fang for Evie and Laika on loan,” offered Nikolaj. The anxiety stirring around his aura only got worse with every word. He fixed Laika in place with an intense stare. “I have a case that only you can solve for me.” He turned his gaze on Evie next, “And you. I will tell the LAPD this happened on your side of the line, if you both come with me to LA MOONS. Hear me out, then decide if you want the job.”

      The freely given Luna-C tip and last minute helping hand was all a ploy to get them here. Nikolaj could have handled this himself with less risk of a drug-frenzied werewolf. He must’ve desperately wanted Night Claw to go to this length of contacting them. But their liaison would never swap them like a pair of trading cards.

      Owen instantly betrayed her trust. “Two Dark Wind and one Blood Fang.”

      “Deal.”
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            Sub-Basement Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Evie

        April 26th, 2019

        LA MOONS Headquarters, Los Angeles, CA

      

      

      Sun glinted off the glassy exterior of the LA MOONS building. Evie leaned forward in her seat, craning her neck to count the floors. There might be another structure on the roof, but she couldn’t be sure from here. Was this the right place? Glenwood MOONS was two desks shoved together in the corner of the tiny precinct. How many moonlighters were part of LA MOONS to require five entire floors in this boxy, silver building? Did they share the building? Based on the lone sign next to the entrance, it didn’t seem like it. It read “LA MOONS HQ” with the universal MOONS logo beneath it: a circle around a bridge with five pillars, one for each of the Big Five Races, and a crescent moon above the structure.

      Behind the building Evie could see the Vincent Thomas Bridge that had inspired the MOONS design, and beyond that, the harbor full of brightly-colored container ships cutting through the water. It was a busy area. No wonder LA MOONS had picked this spot-

      Tap, tap.

      Laika rapped on the passenger window. “Hurry up!”

      Oops! How long ago had she gotten out? The engine on Fiso, Laika’s new-to-her truck, wasn’t rumbling anymore. Evie still took her time sliding down from the high seat. Still sluggish from the too-early morning, she stretched her arms, wishing they’d stopped to get breakfast.

      “I’m shocked you haven’t run headlong into the building without me,” Evie admitted. She was dressed for work, business casual, or whatever it was called when you wore a skirt without tights. They’d swapped out their moonlighting gear, assuming this meeting wasn’t ending in a fist fight.

      Laika’s grin widened as she started along the path lined with metal plaques and sculptures. “We both know that this isn’t a real call to work for LA. I’d like backup when the trap springs.”

      “And I guess tall, dark, and creepy was unavailable?” Evie snarked dryly. If she was being honest, she half expected Alfred, the broody vampire, to be lurking around.

      Without missing a beat in her steadfast trek toward the front door, Laika rolled her eyes. “I didn’t ask Alfred. Nikolaj wanted us, probably because we owe Bruce a favor.”

      The head of LA MOONS had fabricated paperwork to get them out of trouble when working the Glenwood Anarchist case, specifically for hunting down Hazel Amadori. Evie wasn’t really sure if Nikolaj had the authority to cash in said favors. Then again, Nikolaj had been one of the moonlighters sent to save them from the deranged orchid vampire. And maybe this was all on Bruce’s orders?

      “Favors aren’t legally binding.” Evie’s uncertainty undercut her statement, but she ran out of time to follow that train of thought. Polished glass doors opened in front of them. Two steps later and they’d crossed the threshold into LA MOONS. It was too late to back out of the meeting now.

      Pausing, Evie was both pleasantly surprised and confused by the interior. They were standing in a brightly lit atrium with windows that let sunlight stream down onto the waiting area. There were no orange hard plastic chairs or ancient wooden benches; every seat was modern and plush. Side tables dotted the area, with stacks of the navy blue covers of MOONPHASE, the monthly newsletter for all things MOONS.

      Instead of a wooden desk marred by years of penmarks, a gleaming glass and metal barricade bisected the room. The central column had a single elevator, with hallways to either side. Beyond that she saw a perfectly shaded cafeteria. Was this a law enforcement building or a mall?

      At the reception desk, a woman with fluffy auburn hair and hot pink cats-eye glasses watched them. Nikolaj towered over her, standing expectantly in a shaded area beside the desk. Evie realized the glass building had been vampire-proofed with hanging panels that created shaded pathways from the lobby to each area. Someone had put a lot of effort into making the space feel open, while remaining nightwalker friendly.

      Nikolaj didn’t greet them. “Did you get lost?”

      “Uhh…” Evie’s earlier lackadaisical pace had bitten them already. She looked at Laika for help, but her best friend smugly smirked. Meekly, Evie said, “We hit traffic.”

      Nikolaj shrugged and waved them through a gate in the glass barrier . “Come along.”

      The woman in glasses interrupted, “Badges.”

      “Beatrix, no. They are with me.” Nikolaj’s protest lacked conviction, as if he already foresaw defeat. The ripples at the edge of his emotional aura backed that up.

      “No badge, no entry,” the receptionist tapped an acrylic sign on her desk. She held out her hand to the pair of werewolves expectantly. When neither woman moved, Beatrix bluntly demanded, “IDs.”

      Evie knew better than to piss off the receptionist, gatekeeper to all things bureaucratic. She and Laika gave over their driver’s licenses while Nikolaj tapped his foot impatiently. He grumbled something, but his voice was far too low for Evie to pick out the words.

      Slowly, Beatrix surveyed the IDs with a disapproving scowl. She kept looking between them and the werewolves. For a breath, Evie wondered if she’d handed over someone else’s picture. Nikolaj cleared his throat, but it didn’t hurry Beatrix along. Was her license expired? Was Laika’s? She couldn’t remember if Laika was using a Colorado or California license. That had caused some fuss before when they got carded. Thankfully, the woman returned the IDs along with bright orange visitor tags. She warned, “Keep these on at all times. You are not authorized to wander, and if you get in trouble, then depending on the severity, we may be required to call the LAPD.”

      “Enough,” sighed Nikolaj, clearly exasperated with the show his receptionist was putting on. But Evie was sure Beatrix wasn’t bluffing. There was no fear in her aura; she seemed like the type to have LAPD on speed dial for unruly guests. As their guide marched off to the elevator, the werewolves clipped on their tags and caught up. The vampire was close to seven feet tall, so his every stride was two or three of theirs.

      “So why did you call us here?” asked Evie as they awaited the elevator.

      “I’ll tell you downstairs,” Nikolaj answered, leaving them in awkward silence. Evie didn’t know who he was afraid of overhearing them. For an office in the middle of Los Angeles, it was practically empty, even for a Friday. The only other people Evie could feel were on the furthest side of the cafeteria, and that was only like three people. How bad was this ongoing strike?

      Inside the elevator, she discovered two things. One, there were actually eight floors to the building, with three of them being underground. And two, this had to be the slowest ride she’d ever been on.

      Sub-basement two was questionably worth the wait because as soon as they stepped off, a large black bird nearly clipped her nose zooming past. Evie squeaked in shock. She was sure the bird had a book clutched in its talons as it disappeared around a corner. But of course Laika was giggling. Directly across from them was an open area with couches and tables. This had to serve as a gathering spot because there was a fridge, sink, and even a water cooler. Granted, it was filled with glowing blue liquid and had an ‘out of order’ sign taped to it. Just beyond that an office was open, showing off a wall filled with hundreds of different spy glasses, magnifying glasses, and monocles. What magical hell had they walked into?

      “This way,” declared Nikolaj as he led them deeper into the chaos.

      “This place is nuts,” whispered Evie.

      Marveling in every direction, Laika didn’t drop her voice as she declared, “I love it.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Laika

        April 26th, 2019

        LA MOONS Headquarters, Los Angeles, CA

      

      

      The hallway of closed doors wasn’t as entertaining. Laika’s disappointment didn’t last as Nikolaj led them into his office. In the corner stood a massive suit of armor. It reminded her of the kind she saw on TV in old English castles, but with a fully covered face and fur lining every joint. However, instead of a weapon, the arms were raised to hold stacks of paperwork. There were filing cabinets everywhere and any empty wall space was covered in honest to the moon tapestries. Nikolaj sat at his desk and gestured to the plastic chairs in front of it. Behind him hung a deep red and black tapestry of a hulking figure dressed in armor. With a glance, Laika was sure it matched the sentinel in the corner. The intimidation attempt was not lost on her, but it was muted by all the mundane office trappings on his desk. A plain rotary phone, ancient desktop, and so much paper even the mouse was hidden under it.

      As they settled into place, Laika pushed, “So?”

      “Why did you summon us? We’re not skipping out on our day jobs for fun,” Evie reminded.

      Nikolaj leveled a confused stare, “I told you, I need you for a case.”

      “Sure,” agreed Laika, “but what case?”

      Instead of an answer, Nikolaj asked, “How many vampires have gone missing in Glenwood this year?”

      “None we’re aware of.” Evie looked skeptical.

      Then he swore loudly. Thanks to Alfred, Laika was getting really good at figuring out when people were cursing in other languages. The frustrated vampire fixed them with a studious expression. “How have you not heard? You have a habit of being at the center of every disaster.”

      “Not purposefully,” defended Evie.

      Something didn’t add up with asking them. It smelled like politics to Laika. “So what’s the situation then? Why do you think we can help?”

      “I’ve lost some vampires, too many vampires,” began Nikolaj, who patted a stack of papers on his desk. It contained at least dozens of reports based on the size alone. Laika couldn’t control the surprise on her face. How did that many people disappear, and it didn’t make the news?

      A knock drew everyone’s attention, but the newcomer didn’t wait for permission. A rail-thin man entered in a flurry of papers and dark flyaway hair. “Nikolaj, I found the thing for the thing, but I saw you brought new werewolves, so I brought the packets you wanted!” The words came out in a top-speed stream as the man hadn’t bothered to breathe. With a beaming grin, he placed the stacks down on the desk and then greeted them. “Hello, I’m Colby!”

      “Hi.” Laika offered a professional handshake, but Colby didn’t take it. Although his cheer never faltered, he didn’t seem one for physical contact. Quickly, she pulled her arm back, unphased. “I’m Laika, and this is Evie.”

      “Evette Belle, the estranged heiress of the Belle Family? I really liked your mural at UCLA. It’s a pity they over painted it,” Colby both questioned and praised her. Laika knew exactly which painting he was referring to as well; it had been Evie’s senior project on the side of one of the libraries. How the hell did he know about that?

      “Y-yes? Do I know you?” Evie looked shocked, but she didn’t have an aggressive edge. She must not be feeling anything from Colby that had her concerned.

      He ignored her inquiry, turning to Laika. “And you would be Laika Lowell then, alpha-apparent of Red Earth and-” Colby cut off as he caught sight of her magical rings, “Oh you have Custodias? What type are they? Can I guess?”

      “OUT!” bellowed Nikolaj.

      “Maybe next time,” whispered Colby before he fled in a burst of speed.

      The large vampire stood and slammed the door loud enough to make Laika wince. “That is Colby, he’s harmless and knows everything. If there is silence, he will fill it.”

      “He’s a moonlighter?” asked Laika.

      Colby had been grinning at them the entire time, but she hadn’t seen any fangs and built like that, it was unlikely he was a werewolf. Maybe a witch?

      “Not a field agent. He stays in the office as our resident medical examiner and researcher, and only rarely visits a crime scene. I would be better suited sending Beatrix into a fight than him,” shrugged Nikolaj, returning to his seat.

      That intrigued Laika; there were solely non-combat roles in LA MOONS for more than paramedics? She spied the packets that Colby brought for the new werewolves. Did those have details about the missing vampires? Before she could ask, another knock interrupted them.

      Like last time, no one paused for admission. However, when the door swung open, an absolutely gorgeous woman strode through with a click of very tall, very stylish heels. With her tight-fitting black-and-white dress, heavily tinted sunglasses, and oversized sun hat, she wouldn’t have looked out of place on a red carpet. In this small office, the effect was overpowering.

      “My liege,” a gentle bow sent the woman’s honey-brown wavy hair cascading over one shoulder. Her rich brown eyes swept up in feigned surprise as she surveyed the pair of werewolves, “Apologies, I did not know you were entertaining guests.”

      Nikolaj sighed, “Naomi. What?”

      “I have humbly come to inform you that you are wanted at the front desk,” declared the woman, still holding onto her formal tone.

      “Why?” demanded Nikolaj. He didn’t move, but did glance at Laika and Evie.

      Dropping her act, Naomi explained, “Rosie. She lost her ID, and Beatrix won’t be a dear, to let her in. Something about how it could be anyone under her garish daylight gear.”

      More swearing followed. Nikolaj jabbed a finger at Naomi. “Watch them. I’ll be back.” And with unnatural speed, he left the room in a blur of frustrated mumbling.

      Their babysitter sauntered herself over to his desk. She smoothed the papers enough to perch herself delicately before fixing them in her sights. Her demeanor was that of a hungry predator. Laika was sure this woman was also a vampire, and based on her lack of large fangs, she was likely a chrysanthemum.

      Ignoring how ill at ease she felt, Laika tried to greet her, “Hi, I’m-”

      “I know, Colby already told me,” Naomi cut her off.

      “Are you also a moonlighter?” Laika didn’t let the interruption annoy her.

      “I am Nikolaj’s right and left hand. I’m in charge of all of the LA MOONS communications that Bruce doesn’t have time for and liaison with all the police departments we serve. In a pinch, I do an amazing impression of a hostage negotiator. So yes, I’m a moonlighter, one of the most important in the building. This place would fall apart without me.” Naomi gave a lilting laugh.

      “So you’re PR,” Evie summarized. All of the vampire’s allure was designed to keep humans' attention on her face and cleavage, not what she was saying.

      “Clever wolf,” teased Naomi before taking a more serious tone. “Now you know what I do, why are you here? Is Nikolaj that desperate to fill his ranks of missing werewolves that he’s personally pitching to low-ranked packs from the suburbs? I could have handled that for him.”

      Laika didn’t really know what this was about yet, and Evie shared her uncertain expression. She knew her emotions were protected from the vampire sitting before them. That wouldn’t prevent her from saying something stupid. As if on cue, Naomi focused on Laika. Her gaze snapped down to the bronze ring on Laika’s finger. Her question felt like an accusation, “Who gave you that?”

      It was Evie who came to her defense. “None of your business.”

      “Perhaps,” Naomi backed off gracefully. Then a sneer spread across her bright red lips, and she held aloft one of the packets, “But this is. Are you here about our little problem?”

      Before Laika could dig for more information, Nikolaj returned with another woman trailing behind him. Her black and red daylight gear looked more like motorcycle leathers than the coats Laika usually saw. Even for a vampire, the woman was deathly pale with hundreds of tight, bright red curls that would never fit under a helmet.

      Nikolaj barked, “OUT! I need five minutes with the werewolves!”

      Naomi’s poise didn’t flicker as she stood, smoothing her dress. “Of course, my liege.” She echoed the earlier half bow, before sweeping back towards the hall. If Laika’s hearing hadn’t been what it was, she might’ve missed the playful whisper to the newcomer, “Have fun with the pups.”

      With that, the door closed, leaving four people in Nikolaj’s cluttered office.

      “That means you too, Rosie.” Nikolaj stomped around his desk to reclaim his chair.

      The woman flashed her fangs, mischief sparking in her grey eyes. “It’s my case. If you think I'm being sidelined, you can take a walk at sunrise.”

      The mountain of a vampire slumped in his seat, running a hand over his beard. “No, it’s not.”

      “Yes, it is,” Rosie didn’t miss a beat. Unlike a sane person, she’d staked her claim and had no fear of Nikolaj’s imposing figure. What power was she hiding that made her so confident? And why were they here if he already had a moonlighter on the case?

      “You are not qualified for the task. Evie and Laika found one lone human in the middle of a wolf-infested state park based on a single clue. You blow up buildings.” Nikolaj pointed at the exit. Night Claw weren't exactly missing person experts; they’d gotten lucky finding Tor. However, Nikolaj might not have realized that.

      Silence hung as everyone took in his accusations.

      Rosie ignored the command. “How many vampires are missing now? Do you really have time to complain about me? You need to get Bruce to break the strike.”

      Laika’s head snapped back and forth, watching the battle of wills play out.

      “I can’t make him do anything because he’s being stupid-” Nikolaj heaved in frustration. His patience was gone as he jabbed towards the door again.

      Rosie narrowed her eyes to barely a slit, assessing Laika and Evie in silence. They were apparently deemed acceptable. “I’ll work with the werewolves. Just one question. How fireproof are you? In my experience, all that fur is pretty flammable.”

      “What?” Evie hissed, “Is that a joke?”

      “Nope, but if you’re not good with fire, how resistant are you to sub-zero temperatures? I can work with that, too.” Rosie’s smile darkened. Was she trying to creep them out to keep them off her case? It was working.

      The wooden top of Nikolaj’s desk creaked as he slammed his fist down. Rising to his full height and volume, he bellowed, “GET OUT!”

      Her self-preservation finally kicked in, and Rosie fled in a blur of black and red.

      It was still too early for this much chaos without breakfast. Laika wanted to tell them all to get lost, but settled for a question. “So you want us to track down your missing vampires?”

      “Yes,” confirmed Nikolaj.

      “You know we got lucky last time. Tracking isn’t really our specialty,” Evie admitted. As much as Laika wanted to correct her, it was true. If that stack of folders was any indication, then it might be above their heads. Those missing people needed Nikolaj’s best, not two disaster-prone werewolves.

      Nikolaj slid over two folders, “I doubt that was pure luck. Tracking on this scale requires connections.”

      There it was! Laika frowned at the confirmation of her suspicions as to why they’d been pulled into LA MOONS. Despite his declaration that only Night Claw could solve the case, Nikolaj was really after Evie’s connections. Everyone knew her best friend’s father was behind the extended moonlighter strike. If she got involved, Everard Belle would crack and send people back to work. Damn it! No matter how much she wanted a path back into LA MOONS, she couldn’t say yes.

      The werewolves were on the same page. Evie declared, “This sounds like LA walked itself into another political mess, and you want us to clean it up rather than have the adults act like adults and apologize. Can you honestly tell us otherwise?”

      “No,” admitted Nikolaj. He didn’t have the grace even to pretend to be ashamed. “Would it help if I called in Bruce’s favor?”

      Every bit of Laika still warred to say yes, but she pressed her lips firmly together. Why did it always have to be political? It hadn’t escaped her notice that everyone here apparently knew who they were, or who they were connected to. Begrudgingly, she said, “We need time to think about it.”

      Evie let out a quiet sigh of relief next to her.

      “Decide quickly,” Nikolaj warned, gesturing to the stacks on his desk. “You know where the elevator is.” Without any goodbye, the vampire returned to the aging computer and his piles of paperwork. That was about as abrupt a dismissal as any phone call they’d had with him.

      The pair pushed up from their chairs, and after an awkward moment, they filed out quietly. Laika had expected one more last-ditch sales pitch, not to be kicked out. It was a straight shot to the exit, at least they wouldn’t get lost.

      “So…” Evie began once the door closed behind them.

      “We aren’t taking the job,” finished Laika. Her feelings were mixed, and she’d explain the reasons in the truck. They weren’t the right people for the case, and more than that, she couldn’t expect Evie to talk to her estranged father for a favor.

      Evie relaxed as they reached the elevator. “LA can handle LA’s problems.”
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      It was already noon; Evie had barely been on set for fifteen minutes and was ready to call it for the day. Ignoring decorum, she had stolen one of the desks on set to melt onto. With her head on the table, she pretended she was still at home in bed.

      “Good morning, sunshine!” Hendrix called loudly into her ear. She’d felt plenty of people coming and going, but Evie hadn’t expected the surprise attack. A cup of coffee sat on the table before her. The Moonbeans Logo promised relief, so she decided to forgive the witch. Snatching the cup, Evie took a long drink as Hendrix continued to prod. “Late night?” Since their heart-to-heart in a gasoline-soaked cannabis field, he’d been in contention with Arik for the title of her biggest fan. While ‘friends’ might be too strong of a word, at least they could gossip.

      “More like MOONS dragged me from bed at four, and since Miss Bat Ears was home, I didn’t get to ignore it,” groused Evie. Blissful coffee chipped diligently away at her exhaustion, so her mood slightly improved.

      Hendrix fumbled with an extension cord as he connected his ankle monitor to power. Letting it die meant police boots kicking down the studio doors. He caught her staring and gave a pained smile. “I have charge time up from 45 minutes to a full hour.”

      “Aren’t they supposed to last like 24 hours?” Evie hadn’t believed his previous explanation about his white magic interfering with the delicate electronics. If that was the case, how did any witch keep a cell phone?

      “I don’t mean to keep leeching from it,” Hendrix grumbled. “I already have to charge my phone more than any man should. If I were better at controlling my spirit, it wouldn’t be an issue.” Interesting. Was this a white witch-specific or him-specific problem? Before she could ask, he quickly deflected them off to another topic. “Enough about my witchy first-world problems. Am I getting you a dress or not?”

      Evie wanted to hurl her coffee at him. He’d asked this every single time they saw each other. “I still have time to find a dress. Laika and I will go shopping together on our next day off.”

      “Our dear Piper said the gala was a make or break for the movie. I can’t disagree with the director, and my freedom can’t survive any more bumps in the road. This is my only income since my farm was seized... and burned down.” While being arrested two months ago, Hendrix was out on bail. With the help of Glenwood MOONS, he’d thrown himself into cooperating with the police against his co-conspirators. The two most important ones had slipped the net, and Evie’s brother-in-law mocked them openly by campaigning for office.

      Bartholomew Newport, or Bart as his ‘friends’ called him, had fake-friendly billboards along the I-10 proclaiming him the best candidate for the LA School Board. Despite his Luna-C fund being cut, he was still married to a daughter of one of the city's wealthiest businessmen. Her sister had such terrible taste in men. If Laika played lookout, then all Evie would need was a can of spray paint to announce that good old Bart was actually responsible for the maulings.

      “That depends on if you’re still trying to use this gala as a ruse to make me talk to my sister,” Evie accused. For literal years she’d successfully avoided her family, including her sister who married the sleazy politician.

      “Josie is my dearest friend. She’s having a rough time, and she wants to have that meet-up with her estranged little sister. And you promised,” pointed out the witch.

      Evie desperately agreed to coffee in exchange for a tip to track down Hendrix. Without that information, the witch likely would’ve gone down in flames along with his farm. She knew she owed her sister that stupid coffee, but couldn’t bring herself to set a time.

      “She’ll settle for a chat while fitting you into a gown,” Hendrix tempted her with an array of posts of gorgeous dresses. “You complain about your lack of a love life and listen to her rant about her soon to be ex-husband. Proper sister things. Maybe even Colette could make an appearance, all the Belle sisters together again.”

      Evie wanted to tell him off for assuming they’d discuss relationships, but her quip faded. Josie was getting divorced? Why hadn’t he told her they’d separated? Why was her sister keeping it quiet?

      Hendrix kept sliding new dresses in her face. “Think about it! Josie’ll drop everything for you.”

      “Maybe, but it’s not only me. Laika is my platonic plus one, and it’s not fair to ask Josie to discount two dresses.” Evie knew her reasoning was lame, but she couldn’t give in after one sob story. “Besides, how fancy do we really need to be? A trip to a David’s Bridal bridesmaid section should cover us.”

      “Oh please, The League takes itself pompously seriously.” After a few swipes, Hendrix revealed a Mythic page for the ‘The League of Venerable Entrepreneurs,’ complete with stylized heart logo.

      The charity organization framed itself as a supernatural savior, constantly pushing forward supernatural causes. According to Hendrix, they were hypocrites since all of the board members were humans, and he insisted on dubbing them ‘The League of Very Evil’ instead. The set's leading lady had heard him once, forcing their director to mediate. Project Moonighter had a new rule about not insulting possible publicity partners.

      Now that Evie was flipping through photos of past events, she realized she’d underestimated the scale of extravagance. December’s party had been a sweeping ballroom full of carved ice displays like something out of Frozen. Their New Year’s gala had been literally star-studded, with a magnificent fireworks display. The most recent looked to be a Valentine’s event, themed in a pink and red 50’s style diner with the moon only knew how many high-profile couples. The League had provided three tickets for the upcoming gala, each with a plus one to the movie crew.

      This was publicity they couldn’t afford to turn down.

      So Piper and the lead actors were supposed to attend the May Gala. However, Arik had given his ticket to Evie, saying he’d escort Malia as her plus one. Seeing photos of the two actors dressed in matching outfits at the Valentine’s event, now Evie understood why. When did they start going out together, and why was he hiding it from her?

      Hendrix saw the picture she was looking at. “Is he still mad about my social media success as a TikTok felon?”

      “Yes, but you’re bringing so much attention to his movie that he can’t do anything about it,” admitted Evie. They gossiped about the elf while watching him ‘run lines’ with Malia on the other side of the soundstage. Evie had only set three rules for him: Arik would always be sober on set, keep his temper tantrums in his car, and not sleep around with his coworkers.

      “At least his crush is a valid reason for all of us to be here when we aren’t actually shooting,” Hendrix shrugged.

      Evie snapped her attention to him, “What?”

      “Did you think this is how movies get made? Actors only show for shoot days and rehearsals.” Hurling her coffee crossed Evie’s mind for a second time. In defense, Hendrix held out his hands, “This is the only way I get out of the house.”

      She fumed because, as Arik’s longtime assistant, she had watched this drama play out a dozen times over. “Are you kidding me? He’s sworn up and down he’d never date elves of a certain age-”

      A new voice cut in, “Oh, he doesn’t. But spare him this time; I’m sure he’ll hear all about it from his family when the secret gets out.” Bruce had deemed to put in an appearance today instead of going to his day job at LA MOONS. Since he was a producer, he should be around more. Then again, given how many vampires were missing, he had to be busy.

      His mask of affable calm rippled at her thoughts, and Evie could sense the prickle of urgency around the edges. Yeah, the vampire was understandably stressed out.

      “Good morning. Anything important you want to tell me?” asked Bruce. He’d been unfailingly polite to her on set considering her banishment from LA MOONS. Hendrix got a slight nod of acknowledgement; he was barely tolerated since siding with Glenwood. Laika might as well have been on fire the way Bruce avoided her.

      Did he not know she’d been at LA MOONS this morning? Nikolaj had invoked Bruce’s owed favor, so she’d assumed he was behind everything. He plucked the answers out of her head; sometimes having a mind reader vampire around sped up the explanation. Bruce waved dismissively, “I guess that saves us time. I did need to talk to you about becoming a moonlighter for LA.” She hadn’t expected him to pick up where Nikolaj left off. Did this mean that Night Claw’s moonlighting ban was lifted? “No, not Night Claw. I’m asking about you coming to work for LA MOONS.” The vampire flashed a sales-pitch perfect smile. What the moon? Then why did both of them get dragged there this morning? Also, Evie couldn’t imagine taking the job without her best friend. Bruce assured, “I know you can’t run solo, but you’ve got a keen investigative-”

      A hand slid between them to break into the ‘conversation’. “Woah there, you can’t separate the dream team,” Hendrix protested.

      Internally, Evie was thankful he’d cut in because she barely followed with what was happening in her head. She’d already agreed with Laika to say no to this case.

      Bruce’s face soured. “Stay out of it, witch.”

      “Hex no, I’m not letting you drive my besties apart.” Hendrix prepared to square off with the leader of LA MOONS verbally. His presence was undercut by the faint beep from his ankle monitor. Before anyone could make an opening swing, fury erupted quietly behind them.

      Evie felt her father before she saw him storming across the set. She hadn’t realized he was here today. Every step brought Everard closer to the trio. True to his word of giving her space, he didn’t greet Evie. “Hendrix, Piper wants to talk to you about the gala. Now.”

      Unwilling to pick this fight on Evie’s behalf, Hendrix retreated. “Uh, yeah, sure. Evie, I’ll call Josie about that dress for you. See ya!” Then he was gone, dragging his forcefully unplugged power cord along by the ankle. She immediately understood why Hendrix had run and wondered if she could follow.

      Why Everard was willing to play messenger was clear; he demanded Bruce’s attention. “I need to speak to you privately.”

      For a horrifying moment, Evie thought her father was talking to her. But he never even turned in her direction, still following Arik’s rules to the letter of the law.

      “Maybe when I’m done talking to Evie,” Bruce ignored the command.

      “Do you think I don’t know what game you’re playing?” Everard’s voice dipped dangerously low. Her breath caught as her father glanced her way before admitting, “You’re only offering her a job to get my attention. Fine, you have it, so leave Evie out of this.”

      Ouch. Evie hadn’t managed to say a single word so far, but she hadn’t expected her father’s barb to sting as much. Did he really think she wasn’t good enough for LA? Her emotions must have been on her face because Everard backtracked. “We both know she’s a better moonlighter than anyone you’ve got left. But I won’t tolerate your charades when you’re here only because my assistant has pushed off your calls since last night.”

      Guilt crossed Bruce’s face and Evie saw the truth. He hadn’t been serious about a moonlighting position for her; he’d been using her, just as her father had said. She didn’t know which was worse, Bruce trying to make her a pawn, or her father being right. Again!

      Keeping her tone neutral, Evie excused herself. “It seems I’m not needed here, and I have other responsibilities.”

      Bruce quickly caught her arm and explosions of frustration bubbled in her father’s aura. This was the second time today Evie was caught between two men, and it was much worse than Nikolaj and Owen’s squabble. The vampire tried to soothe her ego. “Regardless of why I’m here, if you’d be willing to work without Laika, I would love to have you in LA MOONS. With her current attachments, she’s too complicated right now.”

      “No thanks,” Evie mumbled.

      Bruce gave up on her and begrudgingly turned to Everard before confessing, “The situation has changed. I need you to end the strike.”

      “I don’t care how the ‘situation’ has changed. There is always another emergency in the supernatural world,” Everard dismissed him. Evie’s retreat paused at the subtle mention of the missing vampires. Both men had forgotten her, so she could stand there and listen unashamedly.

      “Everard, I’m serious. Last night there was a development with the disappearances,” Bruce pleaded. His empathy protections weren’t enough to hide how scared he was.

      “You know my terms.” Everard didn’t blink.

      “Be reasonable man!” shouted Bruce, his voice loud enough to get the room's attention.

      Everard sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose, “I am being reasonable. If you want my moonlighters, you must publicly announce your mistake with the Glenwood Anarchist. I want people looking for that elf.”

      “I would have people looking for the sun-forsaken elf if you hadn’t crippled my entire organization,” Bruce snarled. Tensions were rising between them, and Evie was taken aback. That’s what her father wanted? Bruce’s voice dropped to a hiss. “What am I supposed to do with Hazel? Let her go? She’s dead-set on killing Laika Lowell.”

      “That’s a problem you should have addressed with Luca, not me. You could hold the vampire on the attempted murder charges. You have a whole police station of witnesses,” Everard reminded.

      Bruce forced his voice lower, “No one saw her face!”

      “Claim magic like any sane man.” Everard remained dispassionate.

      The cadence of this fight sounded like the men had gone in this circle many times before. Everard wanted all the moonlighters looking for Becky, and Bruce didn’t want to let Hazel
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