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ANOTHER SHIVER MADE its way down Oliver’s back. He’d felt off about something but he couldn’t figure out what. Even his familiar Azul wasn’t settled in her spot in the shop. She paced back and forth in front of Oliver flicking her fluffy tail back and forth. 

To distract himself from the magical oddity he went through inventory of the shop. Normally sorting and marking quantities soothed him today he couldn’t keep his focus. “Morning Oliver,” Lenore said when she finished padding down the stairs that led to their apartment. “What’s wrong?”

“Something isn’t right. I keep getting shivers and my magic is restless and shifting,” he replied reaching to pull Azul into his arms. 

Turning Oliver looked at the phone the shivers coming again and flinched when it began to rang. Lenore stared at him and went to answer the old fashioned phone. “Good morning Astra Spells and Sorcery how may I help you?”

Whatever news Lenore received over the phone it made the color drain from her face and she let out a large gasp. The phone receiver dropped from her fingers to hit the counter with a loud thunk. The look on her face mirrored the one when she received news that their parents had died leaving Lenore to care for Oliver. 

Oliver rushed over to his sister. “What happened?” he demanded. 

Wet tear filled eyes turned his way and Lenore let out a shaky breath then spoke, “Elara and Aithe are-they were murdered,” she whispered holding a shaky hand to her face. 

Both were long standing members of their small coven. Elara had even briefly dated his sister before they discovered they were better off as friends. “No, how?” Oliver asked reaching out to touch her shoulder. 

“Shifters and the evidence was clear. Would you help me gather the death ritual supplies?” 

“Of course Lenore,” Oliver replied.

Lenore straightened her shoulders and back the same way she had done all those years ago. Oliver wasn’t seven anymore now he was old enough to help her. He hurried after his sister as she headed into the storage room. 

After opening her spell book Lenore flipped through it until she found the spell she needed. Oliver hovered nearby. “Did either of them have any family outside the coven?” he asked. 

“Elara has a sister but Aithe had no blood relatives only the coven,” she replied then peered down at the ingredients. “I need esor, powdered ellar root, dried hymebane, and cyrrus wood.”

He helped her find each ingredient and carefully put them in a sachet. Lenore wrapped up two bunches of incense and another few items. “Let’s go I want to put both of them to rest as soon as I can.” 

Oliver nodded and the two of them headed out of the shop. Lenore turned to lock the shop door and set wards when a bright orange car pulled up to the curb. Two figures stepped out and hurried over to Oliver. “Is it true?” Everett asked tears filling his eyes. 

Blinking back tears Lenore nodded. Oliver stepped closer to the ginger haired person standing next to Everett. Wren didn’t say a word as they twisted around a puzzle cube. Tendrils of their green and copper magic curled around their fingers. Oliver had never mentioned his ability to see magic to his family or friends. “How are you?” he asked them. 

“How do you think I am?” they snapped gripping the puzzle tight. 

“I know Aithe was your mentor,” Oliver said reaching down to hug the shorter mage. 

They buried their face in Oliver’s shoulder wetness soaking into his shirt. “It’ll be alright,” he murmured and rubbed their back. 

“We’re on our way to collect their bodies and prepare for the rituals,” Lenore said.

Oliver was glad she took charge it was one of her strengths. She was also the strongest healer witch in all of Eslen. “I want to help,” Everett said wiping tears from his dark brown eyes. 

“Thank you.” 

She had been all alone in preparing the rites for their parents. Lenore had shouldered the brunt of the rituals, her magic already strong for a fourteen-year-old. It hadn’t helped that their remaining family lived in another country far from any of them and their coven. Their Uncle Voss took care of them until Lenore was old enough.

“I can drive you to the morgue,” Everett offered. 

“Since we’re going together that would be appreciated Evie,” Lenore replied.

Oliver released Wren from the hug and helped them into the car. Everett and Lenore got in the front seats leaving Oliver and Wren to sit in the back. He barely noticed when the car moved out into traffic instead watching his friend. They continued to work on their puzzle cube. It did seem to focus them and their magic was fading from his eyes. “Aithe was supposed to show me a tracking spell this week,” they muttered pushing up their glasses. 

Oliver slung an arm through theirs and leaned his head on their shoulder. “Elara and I had plans to freshen the coven garden tomorrow,” Oliver said. “She had some new plants to show me.”

Wren paused their fiddling to reach out to gasp Oliver’s hand in theirs. They were normally sarcastic and brusque but today they needed Oliver to help ground them. “I’m sorry Oliver,” Wren whispered. 

He nuzzled the top of their head and squeezed their hand.

The drive to the morgue seemed to stretch on forever and Oliver was a bit out of it when Lenore finally parked. They got out and headed towards the front door. Uncle Voss was already waiting for them along with Wren’s brother Cricket who stood next to him. Wren ran to their brother and wrapped their arms around him. He held on to them tight while the rest of them reached Voss. “Uncle thank you for calling so quickly,” Lenore said. “We should prepare the rituals immediately.”

“I agree.”

Oliver trailed behind spotting another small group waiting in the lobby when they entered. Oliver wrinkled his nose immediately when the sharp scent of animal along with bitter shifter magic filled his nose. Lenore ignored them and walked to the front desk her head held high. “Witches,” one of the shifters muttered.

Oliver glanced at them only a bit curious. Most magic users usually kept to their respective species. Eslen hosted mostly magic folk, from witches to shifters, mermaids and even a small family of dragons lived in private. There were others but Oliver had never met any. Sorrel and Lenore were an exception and a rare one. 

One of the shifters caught his eye and Oliver turned his head to look him over. He was tall and muscular which shifters often were. His long ash blond hair was braided neatly over his shoulder. A large scar carved up the right side of his face when Oliver looked up. The muscles in his arms stood out from being crossed over his chest and he filled out the dark blue t-shirt he wore very well indeed. 

Then Oliver caught his eye, amber eyes meeting blue and the shifter’s eyes widened. His nostrils flared briefly then he averted his eyes which was odd for a shifter. “Oliver let’s go,” Wren said grabbing his arm. 

He let them pull him along past the group of shifters and through a swinging door. They walked down a sterile hallway florescent lights shining yellow down on them. There were several doors and the secretary opened one at the end of the hallway. “Dr. Mayweather is waiting for you.”

Their group filed through the door and into the room. It was as sterile as the hallway all muted steel and white. Two bodies with sheets covering them lay on a pair of tables and a short stout man in a lab coat turned to greet them. “I’m Dr. Mayweather I’m sorry for your loss,” he said.

“Thank you doctor. When can we ready the burial rituals?” Lenore asked stepping forward.

“You may start now if you wish,” Dr. Mayweather said. “This area is prepped for any magical usage."

Everett helped Lenore settle the candles and herbs around the bodies. “I’ll be outside just let me know when you’re finished.”

Oliver shuffled forward after the doctor left. “What can I do?”

“Could you light the candles?”

She handed him a small lighter and Oliver bit back a sob. Aithe was their fire mage and it was odd to light the candles manually. He remembered all the fire magic he’d shown Oliver with a wide smile on the older man’s face.

After lighting the candles they grouped around the two tables in a circle. “Mesros minos astros,” Lenore began.

One by one each one of their group joined in the chanting and the swirl of magic erupted around the two bodies. The colors made Oliver’s eyes water from the colors so he shut them. 

He felt the heat as the bodies burst into flame the scents of the herbs filling his nose. Keeping his eyes closed he finished the spell along with the others. “Blessed be,” Lenore finished and everyone parroted her in response.

Oliver opened his eyes at last glad the magic was gone. All was left was a small pile of ashes on each table. Lenore pulled out two urns and brushed them into them, settling the lid. “Come on it’s time to go home,” Lenore said.

Everett took one of the urns and Wren took the other. Lenore took a step and nearly stumbled from the magical exhaustion. Oliver hurried over to her and wrapped an arm around her waist. “Careful,” he warned.

Everyone needed some time together to rest and mourn.
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A HEAVY HAND SETTLED on Khurran’s shoulder. “Are you alright Khurran?” Artan asked after the small coven left the lobby.

Their pack took the loss of their family hard and he had brought his most trusted pack members to gather Nika’s remains to take back to the pack lands. “I’m fine,” he grumbled crossing his arms tighter across his chest.

“You stared at that witch the one with the blue eyes,” Ulric pointed out.

“We’re here to identify Nika,” Khurran growled. “Not stare at that coven.”

The others sighed. Their leader still hadn’t found his mate and it was hard for them. Other packs had tried to muscle their members away stating that only a weak leader couldn’t find his mate

Khurran couldn’t get the witch out of his mind. Those bright blue eyes and tanned freckled skin. There was worry in those eyes and Khurran wanted to comfort him. His wolf howled in his mind and it took all his strength not to stride over and scoop up the witch and take him back home. “Khurran you’re staring at the door,” Zev pointed out. 

He growled and lowered his gaze. A nurse came up to them before Zev could say more and his dark eyes glared at Khurran. “Come this way sir,” she said keeping her eyes down.

“Thank you.” 

Khurran led his pack members through a sterile hallway that stunk of cleaning chemicals and the faint leftover scent of bodily fluids. He nearly covered his nose from the assault to his sinuses. “Would you prefer to wear a mask? We have disposables available,” the nurse said with a bright fake smile.

“I’ll be fine,” he rumbled catching Ulric and Zev’s head shakes. 

She led them to a small room where Nika lay with a sheet covering her. He snarled angrily when he pulled back the sheet. Staff had cleaned the blood from her but he could still see the lacerations that covered her body. “Who would do such a thing?” Artan asked tears filling his eyes. “Why would someone do such a thing?” 

“These are claw marks clearly from a shifter. I have my suspicions now,” Khurran said rubbing his chin.

He remembered the new pack that had moved in about a year ago and one that wasn’t well liked by many of the existing shifter packs in the city. “You don’t think?” Zev asked raising an eyebrow. 

“I can’t prove anything without evidence,” Khurran replied and covered Nika back up whispering soft words of comfort for her spirit. “Let’s go.”

His pack surrounded him when they left the morgue and Artan got into the driver’s seat of one of the pack’s cars. Zev climbed in next to Khurran and Ulric got in up front. “To the Zosimus estate,” Khurran directed.

Artan sighed and pulled the car into traffic. He drove to a large sprawling estate on the west side of town. Most shifter packs lived on the edges of town and owned acres of land. It allowed for their respective forms plenty of room to roam and hunt. Artan stopped the car in front of a steel gate and pressed the button for the comm. “Good morning how can I assist you?” a voice crackled over the speaker.

“Khurran Valin would like to speak with Nicodemus Zosimus,” Artan said.

“You will have to make an appointment. He is very busy,” the voice replied.

Khurran stifled a growl. He knew the sooner he talked to Nicodemus the better. “When can we see him then?” Artan replied smoothly.

There was a reason Artan was his second in command he had the calm mood that helped well with negotiations. “Next Thursday at four.”

“Very well we will see him then.”

Artan pulled the car in reverse and turned around. “I don’t like it,” Khurran growled.

“I don’t either,” Ulric spoke up. “Let’s head home. Zev and I can start the investigations.”

His wolf insisted he shift jump the fence and demand to speak with Nicodemus at once. A hundred years ago that would have been perfectly legal now it was all about rules and politics. Gritting his teeth he nodded.

The drive home went by without a lot of talk and only soft music playing in the background. Khurran could barely stay still his hands clenched tight together to stop from fidgeting. Thoughts of the blue eyed witch filtered in his mind his wolf cajoling him to find him and it was very distracting. Turning his head a bit he tried to focus on the trees moving by. The other members of his pack glanced at each other concern in their eyes.

Artan stopped at a large gate that led to their home. Their land was fenced in mostly to keep outsiders from trespassing and protect his pack. After speaking to the guard the gate opened smoothly and Artan drove down the long curving driveway lined with pine trees.

A massive house appeared through the trees and Artan opened one of the garage doors pulling the car in. Their group got out of the car and Khurran intended on starting on plans for the funeral in the evening.

As they walked towards the house a group of children raced by grinning and waving as they chattered among themselves. ‘What would the witch think of my home?’ he thought shaking his head a bit at the notion.

He hadn’t even done more than get a bit of his scent and watch him at the morgue. Khurran didn’t know his name or even what coven he belonged to. Shaking his head he forced those thoughts down and went to work on matters that needed to be addressed. 

A shorter teenager loped over to him with dark curly hair framing his face. “Some of us are going on a run want to come with Khurran?” Jax asked. 

Maybe a run first would help settle his thoughts then he could focus on the hunt. “Of course, Ulric, Zev, Artan?”

They whooped and ran towards the trees. Chuckling Khurran and Jax walked out behind them. “Sometimes I feel that I’m older than them,” Jax said.

His dark eyes watched as the older men shift into two large wolves and one massive bear appeared. “They are my family,” Khurran simply said.

Jax grinned and shifted. His long lean cougar form stretched and he bared his teeth at Khurran in a feline smile. One of the few feline shifters in his pack it took a little time for the others to accept him. Khurran returned the smile with a small one of his own and shifted settling on his massive paws and waving the end of his tail. 

After the run he’d start looking into Nicodemus’s pack. 

Two hours later and everyone was sprawled out on the lawn relaxing. Shifting back to human form he found Ulric and Zev. The two were curled up together one dozing the other watching the clouds. “Zev, Ulric I need you.”

Huffing a sigh both men shifted back and stretched their legs. The trio headed towards the pack house which was a massive mansion. It housed everyone in their pack although it was more of an apartment complex than a house.

Zev and Ulric’s eyes widened when they saw the police car waiting outside. “Its officially police business now but they are allowing us to investigate.” 

Two burly women waited near the car. They eyed Zev and Ulric curiously. “My best enforcers,” Khurran said. 

One of them nodded. “I’m sorry for your loss. I’m Officer Beverly, this is my partner Officer Tulip. We have some information that pertains to the murder of your pack mate,” she said. 

“Let’s go somewhere more private,” Khurran said and motioned for everyone to go inside the pack house. “I don’t want gossip spreading.” 

He led them through the hallways towards his private office. It was large and luckily it fit the two cops and his two pack mates. “What information do you have?” 

“It’s not just shifters that have been murdered. Two witches were murdered just yesterday and were released to their coven for burial.”

Khurran rubbed his chin mind wandering back to the blue eyed witch he’d seen at the morgue. “Do you know of any suspects?” Tulip asked.

“Nicodemus Zosimus,” Khurran replied. “He’s a rat in a wolf’s body.”

“He’s a nasty one for sure and keeps getting away with technicalities. We’ll look into him,” Beverly replied anger flashing in her dark eyes. 

Khurran bit back a growl his wolf wanting to take down Nicodemus himself. “I know sir but we have to go by the law and not shifter laws.”

“My wolf has other ideas regarding those laws.”

Both cops smiled. “I understand completely,” Tulip said. “I’ll leave our contact information and we’ll update you
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