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The autumn night was cloudless and unseasonably warm, but Central Park wasn’t tourist-friendly at the moment. 

“Left!” Owen shouted to Benja as he fired his silenced gun at a swooping chiroptorx. “A few went left behind those rocks!”

Benja’s black cavali helmet turned. “On it!” 

Owen watched Benja run up the rock formation, lift her magic-casting hand, and wave her fingers into a blur. This created a shockwave that caught the pterodactyl-like chiroptorx as they flew around the rocks, and the demons slammed into the ground. 

A high-pitched shriek brought Owen’s attention back to the playground where he fought his own demons. Owen raised his gun just in time as a spidery spindlox jumped from the playset beside him. His shot struck the spindlox right between its gaping pincers, and its head exploded. Owen sidestepped to avoid the demon’s body as it fell dead to the ground. He shot three more shrieking spindlox as they scuttled across fallen leaves, but once these were dispatched he saw no more on the playground.

In the distance, Tank’s deep growl rumbled as the half-troll fought off demons that had escaped the playground before the team arrived. Lamplight shone on Dax and Max farther down a sidewalk, and the brothers fired up at a flock of circling chiroptorx. Benja had disappeared to the other side of the giant rock formation, and a fire spell shot into the sky where she’d chased chiroptorx stragglers.

Where’d Esme go? thought Owen as he climbed the high rocks and looked around the lamp-lit park. 

Fortunately, the scouts who’d first spotted the rift in Central Park had been quick to alert their conjuri partners. The conjuri had arrived even before Owen’s team, and they’d placed illuso spells around the playground so citizens would see a construction zone and nothing else. This rift was smaller than many they’d encountered over the past several months, and few malevolenci had time to invade before Esme performed the termino spell that closed the rift. The swarm of spindlox had consisted of only twenty. The flock of chiroptorx was giving them more trouble, but Owen saw that his team had it under control. 

Good thing we put off leaving another day, thought Owen, still scanning for his alterni. It’s not easy to hide rifts in this city, and a rift here in the open would’ve been a problem. It was lucky we stayed so Esme could close it... Where the hell is she?

Benja, finished with the chiroptorx, panted as she climbed the rocks to stand with Owen. The jinn woman’s long brown braids hung from under her helmet and swayed as she turned her head to scan the area. “Any left?”

“I don’t think so.” Owen pointed to their right. “Tank’s over there somewhere, but he sounds like he’s got it under control.” 

Max and Dax, guns still raised and ready, jogged over from the dead pile of chiroptorx they’d left on the sidewalk. The brothers climbed to stand in Owen’s huddle, and everyone kept alert as they looked around.

“Where’s Esme?” asked Dax, the bigger and older of the Hoffman brothers.

“Not sure.” Owen, his concern growing, scratched his forehead under his helmet. “Last I knew, she’d destroyed the rift and was using a whirlwind spell to trap the chiroptorx. We got separated when the spindlox swarm tried to make a break for it across the playground.”

Max pointed back the way they’d come from the city streets. “I saw her take that sidewalk. A handful of chiroptorx were trying to escape, and she was chasing them down.”

Owen nodded with relief. “Alright. Somebody get Tank, and we’ll go find our alterni.”

Benja climbed down from the rocks and trotted in the direction of their troll team member. 

Max motioned to the dead demons. “Leave these for our conjuri friends to burn?”

“Yeah.” Owen picked his way off the rocks and started toward the sidewalk Max said Esme had taken. “The conjuri who put up the illuso can dispose of these carcasses easily enough. Mind calling them, Max?”

“No problem.” The big man reached into his cavali uniform where he’d tucked his phone. 

While his brother made the call, Dax walked beside Owen. “The conjuri better clean up this mess quick. Night or day, New York is busier than anywhere back home. Demon corpses would be sure to cause a ruckus.” He added with a sarcastic sneer, “Wouldn’t want any citizens to discover their perfect world isn’t such a utopia after all.”

Owen made a noncommittal grunt of agreement and picked up the pace when he saw Benja and Tank jogging to intersect their path and join them. 

It’s our job to make sure citizens stay oblivious, thought Owen with a sense of lifelong responsibility. We fight the malevolenci in secret precisely so those outside the Order can live in a utopia. But that’s the thing about utopias—if your world is at peace, somewhere deeper down it’s hell for other people. 

The majority of his team together now, Owen hurried back to the street so they could search for their most important member. He wasn’t overly protective of Esme anymore—not since that day on the mountain when he’d told her the truth and they’d come to a shared understanding—but the woman still tended to get herself into trouble. 

Owen grinned with pride.

She’s been frustratingly brave since she got here. If anyone else was this reckless, I’d say they had a death wish. But Esme’s all-in committed to fighting for us. And she’s damn good at it. Now that she knows the truth... It’s amazing how much better she’s made my life. I never had a partnership this strong with her other alterni. Telling her the whole truth and telling her my personal crap—it’s made all the difference. And she’s different, too. 

He scowled at the sidewalk.

I love her. Even if she doesn’t want to hear it, I do. This agreement we made is so stupid...

Owen’s focus shifted as the team reached the corner sidewalk between Central Park and Columbus Circle. On this sidewalk, beside a fountain monument, lay a pile of ash. This might’ve gone unnoticed to untrained eyes, but Owen realized it was a destroyed chiroptorx corpse. 

Yeah, Esme went this way. 

As he looked across the street at the night crowds, however, he saw no sign of her. 

Our truck’s parked close, but she wouldn’t have gone there while the rest of us were still fighting. Esme must’ve chased the escaping demons farther into the city somewhere. None of these civilians look like they’ve seen anything out of the ordinary, so she’s probably long gone by now. 

Using his werewolf senses, Max sniffed the air. “Think Esme got lost?”

Owen let out a breath. “We better split up to look for her.”

Dax tapped a finger against his brother’s helmet. “Might wanna lose our gear first. Hard to blend like this.” 

Owen nodded and led the way down the sidewalk to their borrowed SWAT truck. Once there, they jumped in the truck to strip off helmets, holsters, pads, and the official-looking outerwear of their cavali uniforms. Once in only his plain black cavali pants and T-shirt, Owen emerged outside again and looked around to make sure pedestrians weren’t watching. The street was mostly clear, so he waved for the others to get out. 

Owen ruffled his hair where the helmet had crushed it. “Okay. Spread out and look for any sign of Esme. Whoever finds her first, call me and we’ll regroup back here.”

Each gave a nod, then the group split up to head for different avenues. Owen watched them go and was relieved that they looked like average civilians—as much as two half-werewolves, a jinn, and a half-troll could. Blowing out his lips, Owen turned to check for traffic before jogging across the street to search for his partner.

I’m king of this world, but I’ll be happy to get out of New York. From what Hakim tells me... I’ll deal with that later. Come on, Esme. Where are you? 
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The chiroptorx flying away were the last two. Esme ran along the dark rooftop in pursuit, but she was running out of ground. She’d jumped from roof to roof for blocks, but ahead was a gap so wide that she feared even her best whirlwind spell wouldn’t help her land safely. A block ago she’d used Kayne’s spell from the Chronicle of Alterni Endi to walk on air, but while that was a cool spell, it was too slow.

Gotta get these bastards now! 

Esme ran through a rooftop garden and sidestepped a patio chair. With one hand’s castorca she twisted a whirlwind spell to throw at the fleeing demons, and with her other castorca she created a spell that lassoed the chiroptorx wings. Just in time, the spells caught the demons. Esme skidded to a stop, and her heart leapt in her throat as her momentum pulled her forward to look over the short railing at the edge of the roof. Far below lay a parking lot.

Shit, shit, shit!

But Esme looked up into the night sky, keeping her focus on the captured demons. She took a few steps back and held her hands outstretched to control her spells, pulling the chiroptorx back over the rooftop.

The tangled chiroptorx tried to break free of the swirling whirlwind and magical lasso, but they collided in the air and snapped their beaks. Esme continued to twist her hand controlling the wind, but she dropped her lasso spell and instead flicked her fingers to shoot fire at the demons. The sudden burst of hot light made Esme squint, but she stayed focused and burned the flapping chiroptorx. Finally, both giant bats were nothing more than swirling ash in the whirlwind. Esme reached both castorca hands straight forward and flung them apart, and the whirlwind and ash blew away harmlessly into the night.

Esme let out a sigh of relief and wiped a strand of silver-gray hair from her face, turning to see where she’d ended up. In every direction, the lights of the city surrounded her.

Manhattan dwarfs downtown Kansas City. Where am I? I know I ran south out of Central Park. I climbed a fire escape somewhere on Tenth Avenue. It’s bright as day over there, so that must be Times Square. Central Park and our truck are to my left, then. 

She didn’t want Owen to have to rescue her, so she left her phone tucked in her cavali pants pocket and turned to find the fire escape. Soon she spotted the ladder and began her climb. Esme smiled to herself as she thought over her battle.

I must’ve looked like a crazy woman, running through the streets like that. Good thing I branded illuso spells into the demons’ wings—anyone who noticed them only saw pigeons. I wonder how the rest of the team is doing in the park.

As soon as her feet touched concrete, a police siren blared. Flashing lights lit up the alley, and Esme squinted to see a white police car pull up a short distance from her. She raised her arms on instinct, and the chains of her castorcas jingled against her hands. 

Great. Maybe I should have illuso spelled myself to look like a pigeon. 

A stocky male officer climbed out of the car. “Keep your hands where I can see them!” 

“I’m unarmed,” she told the man as he approached. “I haven’t done anything, I swear.”

“We received calls that someone was prowling around on the rooftops.” 

Shit.

The officer stopped a few steps from Esme and eyed her with expertise. “One call reported that a woman matching your description had a flamethrower. A few blocks from here, someone smashed a window to break into an apartment.”

The window had broken as a chiroptorx smashed into it. Apparently the flying demons weren’t adept at city living. 

Esme continued to hold her hands up. “I swear, this is a huge misunderstanding.”

The officer looked doubtful. “You’re covered in soot and...is that blood?”

Not human blood.

“Uh... No,” Esme answered lamely. 

He frowned. “I’m taking you in for questioning, ma’am.”

Esme sighed, distracted by a thought.

When did I become a ma’am and not a miss? Owen might be right that my hair makes me look like a granny. 

She was less amused when the officer pulled out a set of handcuffs. 

––––––––
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An hour later, Esme sat in a police station’s interrogation room. They’d removed her castorcas, which made Esme more nervous than anything. Plus, they’d left the handcuffs on her. She glanced at her reflection in the one-way mirror and noted that she looked like crap. As the arresting officer had pointed out, she was covered in soot. The dark blood of a chiroptorx was sprayed over her black cavali pants and shirt. Esme’s shoulder-length gray bob was filthy, and she hadn’t dyed it in so long that a good two inches of roots showed her natural brown color. 

Don’t stare at yourself. There’s probably someone watching in there. You look like an idiot enough as it is.

Officer Ferris was a pretty, overweight black woman in her mid-forties. She sat on the authoritative side of the table and tapped her short fingernails on the metal surface. “Why were you running around on rooftops in the middle of the night if you weren’t looking for trouble?”

Esme sighed. “I’m sorry, but I’m not talking until my lawyer gets here.”

“You don’t even have any ID on you.” The woman’s Brooklyn accent grew thicker with her annoyance. “You expect me to believe you weren’t trying to rob those people? You’re dressed like you think you’re some kind of urban ninja. And you’re covered in...whatever that is.”

Esme looked down at the chiroptorx blood. 

I don’t know how law works in this world, she realized. Can they detain me without evidence? The Order isn’t as involved in this police system as they are in Kansas City’s, so how screwed am I? I can’t exactly defend myself by saying I was chasing demons and killing them with magic! Even for this city, that sounds nuts. Shit. Can I— 

The door opened, and the officer looked up in surprise. Esme turned and for the first time since entering the police station allowed herself a smile of relief. 

Thank the gods I know a lawyer in New York City. Here he is, dapper as ever. 

Oliver Leaflen stood at the end of the table and put a hand on the hip of his gray suit coat. “I’m Ms. Kuchis’s attorney. I’ve spoken with your commanding officer, and Ms. Kuchis is to be released at once.” 

Officer Ferris closed her eyes with a sigh of annoyance and rose from her seat. “Give me a second.” With that, she walked to the door and exited, leaving them alone. 

Esme eyed the one-way mirror and realized it wouldn’t be wise to speak freely. She looked up at Oliver and grinned. “Thanks for coming.”

The elf swept blond hair off his shoulder, but it remained over his pointed ears. He smiled with a wink. “Glad to get the call. No worries. I reported to Mr. Lord what happened, and he’s already waiting in the lobby. I’ve discussed matters with the staff here, retrieved your jewelry, and left it in Mr. Lord’s care.” He looked pointedly at her hands. 

Esme was about to thank him again when Officer Ferris returned. The woman looked exasperated but also too tired to care anymore, and she reached to unlock the handcuffs from Esme’s wrists. This done, she motioned for Esme to stand, then opened the door and waited. 

“So I can go?” asked Esme as she stood.

The officer made a face at Oliver. “I don’t know what strings this guy pulled, but I guess you have powerful friends. You’re free to walk right outta here.”

Oliver smiled at the woman. “Thank you for your diligent work, officer. I assure you, Ms. Kuchis is no danger to society. Have a pleasant evening.” He motioned for Esme to go ahead of him.

They stepped into a short hall and walked to the front room of the police station.

This looks a little like the Kansas City police station I’m more familiar with...for less embarrassing reasons. They’ll never let me live this down. Some great and powerful alterni I am—I got nabbed by uninitiated locals.

As Oliver had promised, Owen was waiting in the lobby. The king had shed the outer shell of his cavali uniform, and his bedhead hair looked as good as it did when he actually spent time on it. Owen seemed tired, leaning against the wall, but a look of relief softened his expression when he saw Esme. He nodded in greeting to Oliver as they joined him.

Esme felt like an idiot. “Hey.” She looked anywhere but at Owen.

“I have half a mind to leave you here for the night to contemplate your life choices, young lady.” 

Esme rolled her eyes.

Oliver chuckled and turned to Esme. “I’m glad I could be of assistance, my dear. When you’re in town next, don’t hesitate to call, even if you don’t need legal counsel.”

“Thank you, Oliver. Really, whatever you did—” 

“It was nothing.” The elf winked. Then he bowed to the king and headed for the exit with a confident swagger in his step. 

Esme finally looked up at Owen. They held eye contact for an awkward moment. Over the past several months they’d avoided being alone together, and even here in a police station it was hard not to...

No, she ordered herself. Don’t you dare think about kissing him. 

Pulling his gaze from hers, Owen remembered something and reached in his pants pocket. He held out her castorcas and dumped them into her extended palm. “Here, I’m sure you’re itching to get these back.”

“Thanks.” Esme slipped the rings on her fingers, clasped the bracelets, and felt better immediately. She sighed and motioned toward the exit. “Shall we?”

“Yeah.” Owen looked like he wanted to say more but just walked with her to the door in silence. 

They stepped out of the station into the warm autumn air, and Esme paused on the sidewalk to take a breath. 

“You okay?” Owen put his hands in his pockets and faced her with concern. 

Her nerves calming now, Esme gave him a small smile. “I’m fine. I finished off the malevolenci I was chasing, by the way. Did you and the team get the rest of them?”

“Yeah. And a conjuri is covering our tracks in the park. We don’t think anyone noticed the fight. So, that’s one more invasion deterred without alerting the public.”

“Good. I closed the three rifts that were open when we got here, and I haven’t sensed any new rifts opening since the one in Central Park. Unless the scouts have reported something, I think we’re done here.”

A siren wailed somewhere up the dark street. 

Owen started up the sidewalk. “Our truck is this way. The others are waiting there. We’ll pick up our things at the hotel and head straight to the airport.”

There was nothing left to say, so Esme walked beside Owen and tried to relax. The city had a weird vibe at night—active and loud despite the dark hours, as if the locals could bring back the day through sheer persistence. Esme strolled in silence beside her partner, weaved around pedestrians, and was glad for the time to think.

We’ve gotten efficient in our city-saving. We swoop in, close rifts, fight malevolenci, encourage the local Order members, fly away to the next city, and repeat. Our team is awesome. Owen and I...

She tried to keep things professional. “Where to next?”

Owen smiled. “Home.”

Her eyes widened. “Kansas City? I thought there were a few more rifts on the east coast to close.”

“Only two, and they’re small. The cavali guarding them say not even spindlox have come through in weeks.”

Esme made a face. “All these rifts have only had spindlox and chiroptorx. Nothing bigger in months. What the hell are the malevolenci waiting for?”

“Who knows? Anyway, we’ll visit home for a while, then you can close the last two rifts before we start our European tour. There are bigger rifts there, but we need a break. Sleeping in my own bed and eating home-cooked meals sounds pretty good.”

Esme found a smile on her face.

Home. If you’d told twenty-something me that I’d be happy about Kansas City being home... But it is home in this world. I miss my dog. I miss Hakim, Lexi, Ada. I guess I even miss Roman a little.

She looked at Owen and let down her guard a notch. “We’ve been in New York a week. Why didn’t you tell me sooner we’re going home next?”

“I wanted to surprise you. You’ve been amazing, and surprising you with a trip home was the best thing I could think of to reward your hard work.” He smirked and looked over at her. “Well, maybe not the best thing I could think of...”

Esme felt herself blush. She looked away but couldn’t repress a grin. “Owen...”

“Yeah, yeah. We agreed to stick to business. Guess I was trying to coax you into another relapse.”

He had a point. They’d agreed months ago to focus on their work and avoid the distractions of a relationship, but that resolve usually lasted only a few weeks at a time. In more than one city, Owen had knocked on her hotel door early in the morning after a malevolenci hunt. More than once, she’d shown up at his door. Even on the way to New York, Owen had happily initiated her into the Mile High Club.

But we’ve managed to keep our pants on since being here, thought Esme as she fought for control. We have so many more important problems to worry about! Owen agreed we shouldn’t be together, all things considered. We have to stop. Being a couple would be too distracting. And in this life, distractions get you killed.

After rounding a corner, the SWAT truck came within view, parked at the curb of a vacant street. The back door opened to reveal Max, Dax, and Benja. Tank must’ve been in the driver’s seat. 

“Quick,” Max called in a fake whisper. “Throw the jailbird in our get-away vehicle and let’s blow this joint!”

Dax laughed. 

Benja smiled with more sympathy. “Glad you’re okay, alterni.”

“Thanks.” Esme shuffled in embarrassment as they made room for her in the back. 

Owen snorted. “I still think I should’ve left you in a cell for the night. We could’ve snuck in a spoon so you could tunnel your way out. Or you could’ve use the spoon to fight your way free.”

The cavali team laughed again.

This was an old joke that Owen and Hakim refused to let go. Over a year ago when Esme first arrived at her summono, she’d grabbed a spoon to defend herself against the fake bentaforx planted to test alterni. It obviously hadn’t been the smartest choice for a weapon, and everyone thought it was hilarious.

Esme turned her head to give Owen a half-hearted glare. “Thanks for the support, your royal lordship.”

Owen leaned in to whisper in her ear, “Any time, alterni.”

His breath in her hair caused Esme’s own breath to catch, and she froze until Owen moved around her to climb into the truck. Quickly, Esme regained her composure and climbed in after the king. Dax closed the door, and Esme sat beside Benja as Tank started their drive.
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Esme’s mind drifted as she stretched back in her soft leather seat. The Order-owned plane had a main cabin designed like a casual office space. A dozen recliner seats lined the walls, and top-lit tables stood between the chairs. Only the curved ceiling overhead separated them from the freezing wind flying by the plane, and the constant hum of the enormous engines filled the silence. 

Closing her eyes, Esme remembered the sound of beating wings and wind when the bentaforx captured her and Owen months ago. That terrifying flight had been loud. Cold. Then the demon had landed on a mountainside in the Rockies, and she’d fought for their lives with stronger magic than anyone had ever seen.

Now that I’ve read the Chronicle of Alterni Endi, my magic doesn’t seem so amazing. We’ve all had magic this strong... What were the Master Conjuri thinking by not sharing these stories with the other alterni endi? That book has been a lifesaver! It describes every alterni endi’s hand spells. It has pictures of Kayne and Havel’s new symbols. I’ve added tons of useful spells to my repertoire, and they’ve saved us many times already. 

Esme opened her eyes and faced the seats farther back in the cabin. They’d taken the time to shower and change at the hotel, and everyone looked relaxed. Dressed in street clothes, Max and Dax held tablets on their laps and wore earbuds, probably watching movies. Benja was reading. Tank’s massive troll bulk was wedged into a reclining chair, snoring under a blanket. Three elves had joined them for the flight back to Kansas City, and they sat with their chairs turned to face each other as they worked on phones and tablets. 

Owen’s voice caught Esme’s attention as he talked to a cavali man sitting across from him. “Hakim says only four small rifts have opened in Missouri since we left. Anything weird happen with them?”

“No,” answered the cavali. “As soon as our scouts reported the new rifts to Lexi, she sent teams right away. But they’re small, like Hakim told you. Only spindlox and chiroptorx have come through so far.”

Owen frowned. “Same as every other rift we’ve encountered for months.”

Yeah, thought Esme as she eavesdropped. What’s with that? The malevolenci went from scores of overwhelming attacks to this lull now. Did they exhaust themselves with the earlier effort? Do they know I killed that bentaforx and they’re afraid of me? No, that’s unlikely. The malevolenci know I’m the alterni endi, so they should be attacking with more ferocity than ever in hopes of killing me and leaving this world defenseless. Instead, we’ve got this lull. What are they doing?

The cavali man told the king, “Lexi said the conjuri can hide the rifts from the public until you get back and find time to deal with them. But I’d sleep better if Esme closed the rifts ASAP.” 

“I’m sure she’d be happy to.” Owen’s green eyes swung over to Esme, and he gave her a quick smile.

Esme returned the smile. Her memory flashed to their last time on this plane, during their flight to New York from Portland. Owen had asked her to join him in the private compartment at the back of the plane. As soon as the door closed behind them, they were all over each other. She remembered the warmth of Owen’s body as he’d held her against him... His hands sliding over her bare skin... His lips kissing the nape of her neck...

Esme took a breath to cool off and shook away the memory. She looked at the open notebook on her lap and twirled her pencil, judging what she’d drawn so far. This notebook was filled with sketches she’d made over the past few months—it was a good way to unwind while traveling across the country. Currently, she looked down at a half-finished sketch of Owen. The bedhead hair was right. The symmetrical jaw was right. His eyes...

She glanced at the real thing and saw Owen was again talking with the cavali. He leaned forward in his seat with elbows bent on his thighs and fingers crossed, listening as the man spoke.

Esme sighed as she got back to drawing.

I’ve completely fallen for our underwear model monarch, but I have to focus. If I go soft, I won’t be sharp enough to fight the malevolenci. I’m barely focusing as it is—I’d be a swooning idiot if I spent night and day with the man!

She frowned as she drew Owen’s ears from memory.

If I die, that means catastrophe. I’m the last version of myself, so Owen would be alone, without an alterni to close the rifts. After that, the malevolenci would overrun this world. Then the Order loses the war. The malevolenci use this world’s magic to break into every world. The only way for Owen to stop them... Yeah, I have to stay alive. I have to stay focused.

“Damn, you really are a good artist.”

Esme looked up as Max stepped around her, and he gave a thumbs-up to the drawing in her lap. The muscular, dark-haired man wore a T-shirt with a hockey team logo, and his jeans looked new. He swept freshly washed hair out of his eyes. Max wasn’t particularly attractive, but he had an air of confidence that came with his werewolf ancestry. He sat in the chair facing her and leaned back, scratching the dark stubble on his cheek. He appeared more comfortable than he had in a week.

“Thanks.” Esme closed the notebook and tucked the pencil under the cover. 

“You wanted to talk about the werewolf home world, right? I figured we’ve got time, if now is good for you.”

“Great, thanks.” 

This was a side investigation she’d started after reading the Chronicle of Alterni Endi. Now that she knew Roman had hidden parts of the Order’s history, she wanted to learn everything she could in case more was missing from her education. She’d finally been allowed to read the paranormal history texts in the Capiti library, but she liked talking to paranormals personally. It wasn’t like everything was written in the library—oral traditions were important to several paranormal races. She’d already learned surprises from elves, trolls, and fairies she’d interviewed.

I want to learn everything I can about their home worlds and history. Maybe these paranormals know malevolenci secrets that even the Master Conjuri have missed. Our worlds somehow hear stories about each other. Maybe there’s a secret in the alt-worlds that will help me stop the malevolenci.

Esme crossed her legs and started with her usual line of questioning. “The library’s werewolf histories say your kind first came to ancient Greece. Werewolves were among the first people brought here when the conjuri started performing the summono, correct?”

Max nodded. “Nyctimus was the first werewolf summoned. After he learned about the Order, he realized this could be a safe haven for his people.”

“They were persecuted in your home world, then?”

“Yeah. It’s not like the werewolf home world was populated entirely by werewolves. We weren’t even in the majority. The stories from your world about werewolves were true—we were cursed a long time ago and lived in the shadows. People saw us as subhuman and hunted us like we were dangerous monsters.”

Esme had heard similar stories from the vampires. “So Nyctimus made a deal for his people to live here in peace if they joined the Order?”

Max nodded. “Fortunately for us, the Order was pretty open-minded. They welcomed our werewolf ancestors and accepted them into this society.” He grinned and flexed a bicep. “Helps that we’re natural warriors.”

Esme grinned back, then had another thought. “It must’ve been a shock for your ancestors to be brought here, though. I remember my summono—it’s a jolting experience.”

“Yeah, but I doubt they were too freaked out. Nyctimus was there to greet and reassure them right away.”

“Nyctimus... Why do I know that name? I mean, I recognize it from something from my world.”

Max, never one for studies, shrugged. “Stories bleed from world to world, so they say. If your world knew about werewolves at all, it makes sense they would’ve heard of Nyctimus—he was a pretty big deal, and even I remember that story. He was the son of Lycaon, a god in our world who was punished with the werewolf curse. When Lycaon and another god—I forget which one—fought, Nyctimus was killed as Lycaon’s punishment. But then another god took pity on Lycaon and brought Nyctimus back to life. He was an even stronger werewolf after that, and he was alpha to all Lycaon’s werewolf offspring.”

Esme nodded, remembering now her world’s version of this story. 

It’s so interesting to hear the true origins of stories I thought were myths. Werewolves, fairies, vampires—they’re all real. Werewolves really were cursed by the gods of their world. Fairies do have magic. Vampire blood was cursed too. 

“Any idea how the alt-worlds learn about each other? I mean, our stories get distorted, but how do they spread from world to world at all?”

“No idea. I’ve heard a lot of legends about how these worlds were created, though. Some say this world—the only one holding all this magic—was the original world and copied itself to make the others. Whoever ruled here in the beginning decided to give different races of paranormals different worlds.”

Esme nodded, having heard this as well. “You’re saying, maybe our first ancestors remembered this world, remembered the other races, and stories have carried on ever since in each of our alt-worlds?”

“Maybe. Or maybe there are seers in the alt-worlds who’re able to look in on the others.” Max shrugged again. “A lot of these stories that spread are too accurate to be simply guesswork.”

Esme nodded in thought.

It’s possible my world had real, actual seers. ‘There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio...’ Where does legend end and truth get useful? 

“Anyway,” Max went on, “Nyctimus was well known back in the home world. I mean, the werewolf community back on our world wasn’t that big, so everybody knew everybody. We are a pack race, after all.” He winked. 

“True. So... The texts say the conjuri brought more werewolves here than any other paranormal race. Is that because of the pack thing, or was it because persecution at home was so bad? The books in the library aren’t very clear on that.”

Max smirked. “See? Your books aren’t good for everything.”

Esme chuckled.

Max scratched his dark stubble. “I think it was because persecution was so bad. That makes the most sense for why none of them wanted to go back to the home world. By the time the conjuri stopped performing mass summonos from our world, they’d brought over four hundred werewolves. All four hundred chose to stay here and join the Order. Some of them were even young pups. Their parents thought any life here had to be better than back home.”

Esme nodded. “From what I’ve heard, you werewolves had it worst in your home world—even worse than the vampires in theirs, since they lived in more seclusion. The healers at the Capiti told me that scores of original vampires chose to go back after their summono. Tank told me a lot of trolls went back. Piper said most of the early fairies went back.”

Max rolled his eyes. “Yeah, the sparklies’ home world sounds like paradise. Still, it’s not surprising Piper’s ancestors stayed here—her kind love to be the center of attention, and there were fewer fairies to compete with here.”

Although they’ve bred like bunnies since then, thought Esme, for the millionth time confused by fairy reproduction. If so few fairies stayed in this world, how are they now the most abundant paranormal population? And if pureblood fairies are female...

Esme shook this off and focused on her questions. “But werewolves were left on your home world. Once the malevolenci started attacking here, the conjuri stopped their mass summono harvests and only brought alterni who could help the king fight. What does the werewolf community think about that? Any anger for not rescuing the rest of your people?”

“Not really. Best we can figure, only a handful remained in the home world after the conjuri stopped. The malevolenci were pretty bad around that time, so our ancestors agreed with the shift in priorities. Besides, no harm was done. Somehow—only Lycaon knows how—the werewolves left behind escaped persecution all those centuries ago.”

Esme understood with a nod. “Over the years, the conjuri have summoned alterni from your home world. The werewolf alterni that came through were still purebloods. That means the werewolf remnant survived.”

“And thrived,” added Max. “Mynogan was the first werewolf alterni to partner with a king. According to stories we’re told as pups, Mynogan was a great hero in the home world and alpha to his pack. The stories always make it sound like they were few in number but strong and resilient.”

Esme nodded, having read the same but not wanting to interrupt with her bookishness.

“Years later, Cahal was another werewolf alterni. She told our people that the story of our disappearance was a legend among the werewolf clan back home. They’d always assumed we escaped into another world, but of course no one knew how or where we’d gone. My ancestors here welcomed her into our pack.” Max frowned. “Not that she survived long with King Orlando.”

“Yeah...” Esme remembered the story of the werewolf alt-Cahal, then realized something. “You said Cahal told your people here that their kin in the home world believed they’d disappeared into another world. Does that mean the werewolves back home knew about other worlds?”

Max shrugged. “Guess so. Maybe it’s like we were saying—our ancestors remembered the legend of our alt-world’s origins and passed the stories down to future generations. Or, like we said, maybe our alt-worlds had seers and knew about other alt-worlds that way.”

Esme had thought these theories through in circles, so she shook it off and turned to another line of questioning. “Your ancestors who came here jumped into the war effort as soon as the malevolenci attacked. Have you ever heard anything to suggest the werewolves knew about malevolenci from back home?”

Scratching his chin, Max thought a moment. “Not that I remember. In our home world, we were seen as the demons. If there’d been anything worse than us—like malevolenci—I doubt we’d have been persecuted as much.”

Fair point. 

Max smiled. “Our being dangerous badasses worked out for this world. The Order needed us to fight the malevolenci, and for centuries werewolves have been the best cavali. And the best alterni.”

“I won’t argue that.” Esme remembered her studies of the Chronicles of Kings. “There’ve been a lot of werewolf alterni who’ve survived a long time and fought bravely. King Douglas’s third Arnost was a werewolf, and he outlived the king. The fourth Nola lived ten years here and had a few pureblood children with a werewolf man who lived in...Germany, I think. Then there was a werewolf alt-Kuba with King Treddian. King Jeffrey had a werewolf Ludek alterni.”

Max grinned. “If you know all this history, why ask me about it?”

“Books get boring.” 

Max laughed in appreciation. 

She smiled with a shrug. “Besides, what better way to learn about paranormals than to talk to paranormals?”

And what better way to learn about demons from an alt-world than to hear weird stories from alt-worlds? Someone in the alt-worlds must know about malevolenci—they get in and kill alterni, after all. Someone must’ve noticed them.

Esme swallowed. This war wasn’t only about saving this magical world. It wasn’t even about saving all the worlds. In her angriest moments, this war against malevolenci was deeply personal. 

Max, knowing nothing of this, swept hair out of his face and gave Esme a small smile. “Thanks for wanting to hear werewolf history from me. We mixed bloods aren’t usually taken very seriously where werewolves are concerned.”

This weird racism still bothered Esme, and she smiled back at the tough man. “You and Dax are two of the best cavali I’ve ever seen. You’ve earned the king’s respect enough to be on his own cavali team. If other werewolves are jerks to you guys, I’m guessing it’s from jealousy.”

“Ha! Thanks. It’s been a lot of work, but I wouldn’t trade my life for anything. Neither would Dax.” Max smiled. “It’s always funny to wonder how soft our alt-selves must be in comparison. Your fourth alterni said the Dax Hoffman in her world was an accountant.”

Esme chuckled and looked back to where Max’s big brother was still watching a movie. “That’s hard to imagine.”

“Right?” Max hid a grin in case Dax should look over. 

Remembering a past conversation, Esme shrugged. “According to Hakim, my fourth alterni made up stories about your people’s alt-selves in her world. She said her world’s Hakim was straight. And a womanizer, if I remember correctly.”

“Which, of course, you do.” Max grinned. “It’s not like you forget anything with that crazy brain of yours.”

Esme rolled her eyes at this now-common description of her photographic memory. But she had to chuckle. 

It’s funny
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