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​Feya

I slam right into a wall of muscle and stumble back, nearly falling on my ass.

“Damn it, watch where you’re going!” The guy growls.

I look up, and up. He’s massive, carved from raw power, all broad shoulders and corded arms. His skin is dusted with thick, dark fur. White and black fur along his muzzle and golden eyes that burn like moonlight. His ears are high and triangular, twitching slightly, and a heavy canine tail flicks behind him.

He doesn’t offer a hand. Just stands there like a mountain in a bad mood, arms crossed tight over his chest.

“You blind or something?” he spits. “Next time, pay attention. I don’t have time for clumsy idiots.”

“Dude, maybe you should watch it,” I snap, brushing off my jacket.

His jaw tightens. His lips curl just enough to show a flash of fang. For a heartbeat, he looks like he might lunge, and yeah, I’m definitely facing down some sort of canidae.

That’s the kind of world we live in now.

“You’re lucky I’m not in the mood to break your jaw,” he mutters, voice low and edged with something... not quite human.

“Whatever. I’m gonna be late.”

I go to step around him, but his massive, furry arm shoots out, blocking my path.

“Late for what?” he asks, voice low, predatory.

I tilt my head toward the door. “Work. I just started as a bartender.”

His smirk sharpens. His fangs flash, just a little. “The Wild Hound? You’re that new hire?”

“Apparently.”

He stays put.

“I’m literally trying to go to work. First shift. I'd like not to get fired for being late.”

He studies me for a beat longer, then steps aside, but not before leaning in just enough to make his scent hit me. Smells like pine, smoke and something darker, wild.

“Fine. Just don’t expect special treatment. Not even if you were a phoenix before the Spellback.”

I roll my eyes. “Don’t worry. I wasn’t. Still just a human. Lucky me.”

His growl follows me inside.

I push open the bar’s front door and step into a wave of warmth and music. The inside smells like citrus cleaner, sweat, and cheap whiskey. Comforting, in a weird way.

Behind me, I hear the door swing again. Of course he followed.

I glance back. He’s already taken a spot by the entrance, arms folded like he’s part of the wall. Watching everything. Watching me.

The crowd’s already thick. Mostly Spellbacked. A red-scaled drake woman flirts with a moth-man whose antennae twitch nervously. At a back table, a trio of elemental-borns pass a swirling bottle of something glowing with blue fire. One of them catches my eye. His third eye opens and winks at me.

I push forward to the bar. Mark waves me over. “Hey, Feya, right?”

“Yep.” I glance back toward the door. “So, uh... who’s the big dude holding up the wall?”

Mark chuckles nervously. “That’s our head bouncer. Lorenzo. He’s... a lot.”

“He nearly made me late.”

Mark raises his brows. “Then congrats, you survived your first Lorenzo encounter. That’s more than some can say.”

I snort. “Is he always that friendly?”

“Depends on the phase of the moon.” Mark leans in. “And whether or not you mouth off.”

“Unfortunately,” I say, grabbing a bar towel, “my innate talent is pissing people off.”

Mark winces. “Oof. Good luck.”

“Busy crowd tonight,” I murmur, changing the subject.

Mark nods. “Yeah. Full moon always draws them out. It stirs something up in Spellbackers... and they like to drink through it.”

Across the room, a trio of fae lean in over a high-top table, murmuring spells between sips of glowing chartreuse liquid. One of them, radiant, antlered, and half-luminous, glances at me with interest, then dismisses me with a flutter of translucent fingers.

“Don’t serve the fae anything sweet,” Mark warns. “Sugar messes with their glamour. Makes them volatile.”

“Good to know.”

I feel Lorenzo’s gaze on me again before I see him. He’s leaning against the far wall, arms crossed, watching everything with those sharp gold eyes. Even his stillness feels like a threat.

“Hey,” Mark says quietly, following my gaze, “don’t take it personally. Lorenzo’s like that with everyone.”

“I’m not taking it personally,” I say, which is a lie. “I just don’t like being sized up like prey.”

A crash at the far end of the bar makes both of us jump. A hulking lizardman has knocked over his stool and is shouting at a sylph waitress in garbled Driftspeak.

“I’ve got it,” I say before Mark can react.

I walk over, keeping my posture loose but ready. “Hey. Friend. Maybe let’s keep the volume to a growl instead of a roar, yeah?”

The lizardman turns to me. Eyes like river stones. For a second, I see the muscles coil beneath his scaly skin.

“She spilled my drink,” he hisses.

“Okay. Noted. But you can take it up with me now and let her do her job.”

I stand firm. It’s a gamble. I’m new. I’m small. And I don’t have claws, wings, or built-in armor. But I do have fire. The lizardman grunts and steps back. Muttering something under his breath, he lumbers off toward the booths.

The sylph gives me a grateful nod before disappearing into the crowd.

When I turn, Lorenzo is no longer leaning against the wall.

He’s right there.

His golden eyes scan me head to toe, voice low and gruff. “You handled that well.”

“Thanks,” I say, trying to keep the sarcasm to a minimum. “Nice to know I’m good for more than running into people.”

“You surprised me,” he admits. Then, after a beat, “But don’t let it go to your head.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

“Still,” he adds, stepping closer, “you’ve got instincts. You know how to read people, even when they’re not people anymore.”

I glance around at the crowd: spell-scarred, transformed, dangerous.

“I grew up in a foster ward,” I say. “You learn fast or you don’t make it.”

His expression shifts, almost imperceptibly. Respect? Recognition? I can’t tell, but it vanishes quickly.

“Listen, we got off on the wrong foot. If we’re gonna work together, maybe we should start over.” I stick out my hand. “I’m Feya.”

He stares at it like it might bite him. Then, finally, he takes it, firm grip, warm and calloused.

“Lorenzo.”

I smile. “Sorry for running into you. And mouthing off. New job nerves, you know?”

He pulls his hand back, arms crossed again but with a little less hostility. “Yeah, whatever. Just don’t make a habit of it. And keep your eyes open.”

I offer a salute and a cheeky wink. “Aye aye, sir.”

His ears twitch. “Don’t push it, Feya. I might start thinking you’re flirting with me.”

I grin. “You’d know if I were flirting.”

I head back behind the bar, heart pounding harder than I want to admit. From here, the bar looks like a menagerie someone dropped into a thunderstorm. Fur, feathers, horns, fangs, all packed into bodies trying to remember how to be human.

The Spellback did that.

One wizard. One catastrophic spell. Trying to “merge evolution and magic,” whatever that meant. All it did was rip through the ley lines like wildfire and twist thousands of people into half-animal hybrids overnight. Some got lucky, graceful, powerful, even beautiful in a wild way. Others? Not so much.

They say the caster disintegrated on impact. Honestly, I think that’s the only part he got right.

The night ramps up fast. The crowd gets thicker, louder, and rowdier. The bar pulses with magic and tension. Most customers are Spellbacked, feline, ursine, reptilian. Some lean into it, some try to cover it up with glamours that flicker when they laugh too hard or drink too much.

I serve, pour, dodge, banter, and hustle. Mark gives me a thumbs-up after I manage to shut down a shouting match between a satyr and a badger-guy with nothing but a glare and a splash of salt across the bar.

Every now and then, I catch Lorenzo watching me.

His gaze isn’t just protective. It’s measuring. Curious.

A group of fae giggle like bells as I pour something glittery into their fluted glasses. Behind them, a massive boar-man pushes up to the bar, already slurring. He reaches for me.

Lorenzo’s there in two strides, but I wave him off. “I got it.”

I slide the boar-man a cup of water laced with calming root and tell him the next drink’s free if he sits down and shuts up. He grunts and lumbers off, surprisingly obedient.

I shoot Lorenzo a look. “Told you.”

He huffs and returns to his post.

But I see the way his tail flicks.
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​Lorenzo

She waves me off like she’s been here for months.

The boar stinks of rootwine and sweat, but she doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t hesitate. Just slides him a drink laced with calming root like it’s nothing, like she’s done this a hundred times before. He grunts, staggers off, and she tosses me a look like she owns the place.

Damn it.

I fold my arms, lean harder against the wall, pretending I’m still watching the door, but I’m watching her.

Feya.

Red hair like wildfire and a mouth that never quits. She talks back like she’s got a death wish. Walks into a place like this like she isn’t surrounded by shapeshifters, spell-warped freaks and people who’ve bitten harder for less.

And yet.

She’s got this edge to her. Sharp. Tired. Not scared, but not stupid either. She keeps one eye on everyone, like someone who’s used to things turning ugly real fast. I know that look. I wore it for years after the Spellback.

I don’t know what she used to be, if anything. She smells human enough. No glamor flickers. No fur or feathers. But sometimes when she moves, it’s like she’s holding something back. Like she’s used to hiding. And she smells like fire. Not smoke, but fire... hot and ozone.

I should stop looking.
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