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      Morning frost blanketed the grass of Sylvan Serenity Housing when I walked out of my apartment carrying a sword and a backpack full of rope, tools, snacks, and other items that might be useful in staging a rescue. I felt like Frodo heading off to Mordor with the One Ring on a quest to save the world. Except I was off to a lavender field to save a werewolf.

      “Almost the same.”

      I strode toward my truck, glad the tenants who’d started staking out the parking lot in search of ghosts weren’t there with their paranormal-monitoring equipment. On the way, I passed Duncan’s Roadtrek van.

      The night we’d confronted my cousins, he’d driven it to Lake Sammamish. It hadn’t been until a few days later, when I’d gone to seek sign of him, that I’d found it parked on a side street near a dock, with his jeans, phone, and keys inside. When he’d slipped into the water carrying his demolitions, he must have assumed he would end up changing forms. I’d driven the van back and parked it here, hoping he would return for it of his own accord. He hadn’t yet. That was why I had to rescue him.

      When I reached my truck, an SUV rolled into the lot with my son Austin in the passenger seat. I was relieved to see him, even though I had determinedly not worried about him when he hadn’t come home the night before, and I hadn’t called to check on him. Okay, I hadn’t called more than once. He was eighteen, in the Air Force, and visiting for the holidays. Tracking his every movement wasn’t my duty anymore.

      Fortunately, Austin didn’t appear drunk or stoned when he hopped out of his friend’s SUV, waving a thanks for the ride. Given that he hadn’t likely slept, he looked quite alert, but he eyed me warily when our gazes met.

      A year ago, I would have read him the riot act for staying out all night, but a year ago, he’d lived with me and had a curfew. Now… I didn’t want to be an overbearing mother lest he not visit anymore. Like his older brother, Cameron.

      “There are eggs and bacon on a plate on the counter.” I pointed toward the apartment.

      “Oh, good. I’m starving.” Austin started in that direction but paused. “Uhm, I need to ask you something.”

      “Go ahead.”

      He didn’t usually hesitate, but he did now. Was something wrong? Did he need money? A confidante? A kidney?

      No, they wouldn’t have allowed him into the military if he had an organ deficiency. I was less certain about the rest.

      “Did you like the chocolate-covered crickets?” Austin asked. “Do you want me to get more?”

      I squinted at him, certain this wasn’t the real question he wanted answered. “The chocolate is waxy and is desperately in need of sea salt.”

      “I saw the canister in your truck.” Austin arched his eyebrows. “If you’re taking them on the road, that means you’re eating them. They can’t be that bad.”

      “I wouldn’t say they’re good.”

      “I looked in the container yesterday. They’re half gone.”

      “Because they came in a handy travel tin.”

      “So their appeal is that they’re…”

      “Convenient,” I said firmly, refusing to classify them as palatable. “Like bags of chips by the checkout counter.”

      “Convenience crickets.”

      “Exactly. What’s your real question, my son?”

      Austin smiled ruefully. “I was wondering if I can spend a few days at Mount Baker.”

      “What? Now?” I waved at the outdoor Christmas tree I’d put up near the leasing office. The holiday was quickly approaching.

      “Yeah. For skiing. Snowboarding, actually. We wouldn’t technically be staying at Baker, but Oakley won a week at an Airbnb on a lake in Maple Falls, so it’s really close. You can drive right up to the mountain in the mornings. He has the cabin over Christmas.”

      Over… Christmas?

      I wanted to blurt no, that Austin was only in town for a couple of weeks before returning to finish his Air Force training and being assigned to his first duty station who knew where. On the other side of the world, probably. More, he’d spent so much time with his friends since he’d come home that I’d barely gotten to talk to him.

      “He’s never won anything,” Austin continued. “I haven’t either. A couple of my friends are home from school and going too. It’ll be really epic.”

      Trying not to let my disappointment show, I groped for something to say. Something that was in line with my attempts to be a mature, and certainly not overbearing, mother who acknowledged that her sons had grown up and could now live their own lives.

      “I think the law dictates that I can’t forbid you from doing anything anymore, but know you’ll be abandoning your lonely, divorced mom on the biggest holiday of the year.” That hadn’t come out as maturely not-overbearing as I’d intended.

      “You could come up to visit on Christmas morning. It’s not that far of a drive.”

      “Oh, sure. I’d love to spend Christmas morning with a bunch of hungover frat boys.”

      “Nobody’s going to be hungover, Mom. We’re not twenty-one.”

      Like that would matter.

      “Besides, we’re going to snowboard, not get smashed.”

      “You don’t know how to snowboard.” I knew that for a fact. We’d never had enough money to engage in expensive winter sports.

      “I’ve been once, remember? Jae-jin’s mom took us up to Steven’s Pass a couple winters ago.”

      “From what I heard, you spent the day on the Daisy run.”

      “All beginners start on Daisy. I’m going to take lessons at Baker. They’ve got a beginner package that includes equipment rental and doesn’t cost much.”

      I attempted to rein in my disappointment. If anything, this was a blessing. Rescuing Duncan would be simpler if Austin wasn’t home. I had spent the boys’ entire lives taking an alchemical potion to sublimate my werewolf magic, but these past few weeks, I’d stopped, and the magic had come roaring back. Now, when my emotions got the best of me, I turned furry and fanged—whether I wanted to or not.

      Further, members of my pack, in addition to numerous other troubles, had started showing up regularly at the apartment complex. If I wanted to keep my secret identity from my normal human children… this trip would be for the best.

      “Mount Baker is supposed to be a great place to learn,” Austin added in a cajoling tone. Maybe he hadn’t realized that he could do whatever he wanted, no matter what I said. “It’s known for its great powder, steeps, trees, chutes, and cliffs.”

      I didn’t know what steeps or chutes were but waved away the brochure description. “It’s fine. You can go. I appreciate you asking my permission, like my opinion still matters.”

      Austin smiled in relief. “Your opinion does matter.”

      “But you were still going to go if I said no, right?”

      “Of course. Snowboarding is a life skill that I need to learn.”

      “Uh-huh. For the record, trees and cliffs are things you want to avoid while careening down a mountain.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Austin saluted me before jogging up the walkway toward my apartment in the back of the sprawling complex.

      Surrounded by acres of grassy lawns, paths, and manicured trees and shrubs, Sylvan Serenity hadn’t been a bad place to raise the kids. Other than the increased crime in Shoreline lately and the nearby freeway traffic audible through the greenbelt, it was a pleasant place to live. As the property manager, I ensured it was.

      Before getting into my truck, I looked wistfully at it all, hoping that after I found Duncan, I could figure out a way to keep the owners from selling the complex.

      “A problem for another day.” I put the truck into gear.

      While backing out of my spot, I had to brake abruptly as a kid on a bicycle wheeled past. My beat-up truck lacked modern amenities like rear cameras. Something clunked around under the passenger seat. Curious, I paused to pull out an unexpected item. It was wrapped in the colorful comics section of a Sunday paper, a red ribbon holding it closed.

      A gift?

      It had some heft, which gave me an immediate inkling about what it was.

      Untying the ribbon and unwrapping the paper revealed a substantial cylinder-shaped magnet with a coil of twine attached to an eyelet. A slip of paper read:

      

      To help you with your future endeavors.

      ~ Duncan

      

      My first thought was that Duncan had escaped from imprisonment and left it for me during the night. But wouldn’t he have knocked on my door if he were free to do so?

      I rubbed the comic pages he’d used to wrap the gift. They lacked the crinkle of a fresh edition. Instead, they were limp and damp, like they’d been out in the truck in Seattle’s damp winter air for a few days.

      “He must have left this before we stormed Augustus’s mansion,” I reasoned.

      Maybe he’d had an inkling that he would lose the battle to Lord Abrams’s control device and end up abandoning me.

      How a magnet would help me deal with my problems, I didn’t know, but moisture welled in my eyes as I set it on the seat and pulled out. Duncan was a good guy. I needed to rescue him.

      “Easier said than done.”

      My nerves fluttered in my belly as I merged onto the freeway and headed north. Though it had only been a couple of weeks since I’d escaped from the lavender farm and potion-making facility where I believed Duncan was held prisoner, so much had happened since then that it felt like ages had passed. Before long, the full moon would return. I needed Duncan back so I would have someone to hunt with.

      “Sure, that’s the only reason.”

      I shook my head at my sarcasm, admitting that Duncan made me smile. He was good company, and we had things in common, more than a love for dark chocolate. I wasn’t always sure I could trust him—or that his creator wouldn’t magically compel him to attack me—but I liked having him in my life. I wished we’d gotten an opportunity to be together physically too. We’d been heading in that direction… until my seventy-year-old mother had shown up and started talking about how Duncan would be a good mate and that I should have babies with him. As if that was an interest of mine at forty-five with two grown sons.

      Having a companion, however, was of interest. I’d only recently come to realize that.

      Traffic wasn’t bad, and it didn’t take as long as expected to reach the Arlington exit. The last time I’d come this way, the self-driving car of one of our enemy’s minions had been handling the navigation. But I remembered the route. Despite recent development around Arlington, it was still more rural than suburban out here, and there weren’t many roads to choose from.

      Even so, I doubted myself when I headed down the street toward TBL Luxury Perfumes and Potions. It had been nighttime when we’d come before. By daylight, the lavender fields I’d expected were visible, but a sign staked by the long stone-paver driveway hadn’t been there before. Momentarily, I wondered if I’d gotten the wrong lavender fields. But, no. The Southwestern-style mansion that didn’t fit in with typical Pacific Northwest architecture was distinctive. This was the right place. But no cars were visible up the long driveway, nor did I see any indications of activity.

      I pulled to a stop in front of the sign. FOR SALE, it read and included the name and number of a real estate agent.

      Unease crept into me. I drove slowly up the long driveway, halfway expecting the sign to be a ruse, that I would sense werewolves and security guards amped up on strength-enhancing potions. And what about the werewolf boy who had howled at us from the fields? The clone brother Duncan had only recently learned he had. The residents and workers couldn’t all be gone, could they?

      Not only did I not sense any magical beings inside the compound, but I didn’t pick up the slighter magic of the potions that had been brewing in the factory. I climbed out of the truck and peered in a few windows. The gift shop was empty. So was what I could see of the mansion.

      I slumped against the front door. Duncan wasn’t here. Nobody was.
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      After returning to the front of the property, I called the real estate agent. Angelica Simons. If she’d listed the lavender farm, she would have contact information for the owner. Whether she would give it to me was another matter.

      “Hello?” a woman who was presumably Angelica answered.

      “Hi, I’m calling about the lavender farm for sale outside of Arlington.” Actually, I was calling about the werewolf that I believed had been held prisoner in it until recently…

      “Yes, it’s zoned agricultural and includes more than one hundred acres of mature lavender as well as a five-thousand-square-foot house, gift shop, and state-of-the-art perfumery.”

      Perfumery? More like a potionry. Or whatever the proper name was for a facility full of burbling vats of alchemical concoctions.

      “It looks really nice.” In a loaded-with-bad-guys residence-of-an-evil-overlord kind of way. “Do you know why the owner is selling?”

      “He didn’t say.” The agent’s tone turned a little suspicious. “Are you a qualified buyer?”

      “I’m the property manager for qualified buyers who own numerous commercial facilities.” Technically, that was true, though my employers exclusively held multifamily properties. I could imagine the stern Kashvi Sylvan pursing her lips with disapproval at the idea of picking up a perfumery. Afraid I would have to lie to continue on with that charade, I switched to, “I’m also a potion, erm, perfume buyer.” I made the slip on purpose to see what kind of reaction I would get. Did the real estate agent know what had really been manufactured on the premises?

      Angelica didn’t answer at all. Hm.

      “I’ve visited the gift shop before and was disappointed to find it closed,” I continued. “Do you know if the owner is still in business? Do they have another shop I could visit?”

      “I don’t know. The property is listed at twelve million, firm. If your employers want the details, have them call me.” Angelica hung up.

      “Well, that’s rude. I called it nice.” After my experience escaping from the place, that wasn’t a descriptor that came easily to mind.

      My next call, as I walked around the property, looking for clues that might have been left behind, went to my niece, Jasmine.

      “Hey, Luna,” she answered. “Do you want to be a reference for me?”

      “For what? A job application?” I stopped at the wrought-iron gate leading into the walled courtyard. The bar I’d bitten and bent while in wolf form hadn’t been fixed.

      For twelve million dollars, wouldn’t one expect all repairs to be done in advance? And for fang marks to be buffed out of the gate? I peered into the stone-paver courtyard.

      “Yeah, my mom’s business is dead,” Jasmine said. “I’m going to have to use my fancy real-estate-finance degree to work for another agency, hopefully one that’s getting more leads right now.”

      “I can tell you an agency not to apply to.” I stuck my tongue out toward the for-sale sign. For some reason, maturity was difficult to achieve today.

      “A reference would be better.”

      “I haven’t worked with you in a professional capacity.”

      “I recorded a heroic battle for you while risking my own life. I also threw a pan at a seething wolf that I’m related to, all to help you out.”

      “Is that night something you want me to go into detail about when your prospective employers call to ask about your character?” I tried to step sideways between the bars, but they were too narrow. As a wolf, I’d escaped that way, but my hips were trimmer in that form.

      “Maybe you could leave out the werewolves. They might not be a selling point.”

      “They usually aren’t.”

      We, both werewolves ourselves, shared a sigh.

      “But you could mention the pan-throwing,” Jasmine added. “That’s a point in my favor, right? It shows initiative.”

      “I appreciated it.” I tested the lock on the gate. It was, alas, sound.

      If it hadn’t been midday and more than a week until the full moon, I might have been able to call upon my magic to change into a wolf, but that was always difficult without a threat stirring my blood. Even if I could shift, there was no guarantee that wolf-me would remember what human-me wanted. Some prey sauntering through the fields might distract me, and I would end up ten miles away in Lake Stevens with a rabbit dangling from my jowls.

      “Good. That’s all you have to tell them. Whoever. I haven’t sent out any résumés yet, but I have to soon. I can’t keep living in the ADU at my parents’ house, not when they insist on a curfew. If it’s not a hunt night, I have to be home by one. Like I’m a teenager. Have you ever heard of any people so repressed?”

      “I have not.” I pressed my forehead to the gate and peered around the courtyard. I wanted a clue, damn it.

      “If I had my own condo, I could live by my own rules.”

      “I wish you the best in fulfilling your career and financial goals, but I called about something else.” I would probably cave and let her list me as a reference if she kept asking, but I felt squeamish about vouching for someone’s employment skills when I hadn’t observed them. Besides, wasn’t there a rule against asking relatives to be your reference?

      “Oh, right. You called me.”

      “Yes, I did. Remember when your father looked up the business that’s been buying werewolf artifacts? He got a list of places they own, right? I remember you mentioning a few.”

      “That’s right.”

      “The owner, and his mad-scientist buddy, have moved out of their Arlington location. Do you think you can get me the list so I can check their other facilities? What was the name of the business that owned everything? The Tumwater Tonic Corporation. I think that’s it. Oh, and can your mom check the MLS to see if the other addresses have also been listed for sale?”

      “Anyone can check that, but sure. I’ll get them for you.” Jasmine hesitated. “Is this about Duncan?”

      Since she had been with me the night he’d disappeared, she’d witnessed him being called away.

      “I’m trying to find him, yes.”

      “Good. He’s got that sexy accent.”

      “And is thus worth rescuing?”

      “Obviously.”

      After hanging up, I finished walking the perimeter of the facility, but I didn’t find a way inside. I considered getting my rope out of the truck. I might be able to climb the courtyard wall, but I hadn’t sensed any remnants of magic inside the compound. My gut told me that Radomir and Abrams had completely cleared out. If Duncan had been here at all, he was gone now.

      Disappointed, I leaned my forehead against one of the cool adobe walls of the main building.

      “I shouldn’t have waited so long to come looking,” I said, though it was possible that those guys had moved their operations and listed this place for sale before they’d summoned Duncan. They’d probably decided to leave the night I’d gotten away with the artifacts, maybe figuring I would gather the rest of my werewolf pack and come after him. “I wish I had.”

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have much sway with my fur-sprouting kin. I was lucky the pack hadn’t ostracized me for killing my cousin, Augustus.

      My phone rang. I pounced on it, hoping Jasmine already had leads for me, but Bolin—spelling-bee champion, fledgling druid, and my intern at the apartment complex—was calling.

      “Hi, Luna,” he said. “Are you here?”

      “At Sylvan Serenity? No, I’m… running an errand.” Even though Duncan was a priority, I couldn’t help but wince since my errand was taking place during work hours. I vowed to stay late this evening to tackle whatever deluge of tenant requests had come in that day.

      “You might want to come back.”

      “Trouble?”

      “Yeah.”
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      Heading back south, the traffic was worse, and I gripped the steering wheel, knuckles flexing. Bolin hadn’t given me any more details before hanging up, and I worried that the motorcycle gang was harassing the apartment complex again. Or, what if my cousins who had been kicked out of the pack had shown up to exact revenge?

      My skin buzzed with heat, magic pricking at my veins. I almost laughed. The wolf magic that hadn’t wanted to let me draw upon it when I’d been thinking of breaking into the lavender compound was stirring now, my strong emotions calling to it.

      But turning into a wolf while driving down the freeway was a bad idea. A very bad idea. I took a few long, slow breaths, willing my body to calm. Fortunately, I reached my exit without fur sprouting from my arms.

      When I turned into the parking lot for Sylvan Serenity, there weren’t any motorcycles, police cars, shattered windows, or other signs of fresh chaos. Instead, it appeared peaceful, the wan winter sun gleaming on cars and throwing long shadows from the evergreen trees edging the lawn. Bolin’s blue Mercedes G-Wagon was parked under some of those trees, his translucent portable garage blown up to protect it from bird droppings.

      “Such a strange druid.” After pulling in beside the SUV, I peered around for the promised trouble.

      An unfamiliar BMW in a guest parking spot was the only thing potentially amiss. Neither it nor Bolin’s ride were the types of vehicles that my tenants owned.

      The door to the leasing office was open, and Bolin leaned out as I walked up. Behind him stood an older man with lighter skin than Bolin but who had his same mussy red hair. My step faltered. That was his father, Rory Sylvan.

      Were both of his parents here again? Hopefully, they hadn’t come to discuss selling the property. When they’d shown up the week before, that had been the first time I’d seen them in years. I preferred that frequency of visitation from the owners—my employers.

      Since my errand had taken me away from the property in the middle of the workday, I quickened my pace. Until werewolves—and thieves of werewolf artifacts—had inserted themselves into my life, I’d never randomly taken off during the day unless it was to pick up parts to repair one of the units. But now… I grimaced with guilt, hating that I had become a less-than-ideal employee, especially during a time when the owners were paying extra attention. At least the place still looked good. It hadn’t always been during office hours, but I’d kept up with all the maintenance requests and regular seasonal issues.

      Bolin stepped outside to meet me, and I heard Kashvi Sylvan’s voice. Yes, both of his parents were in the leasing office. She seemed to be talking to someone besides her husband.

      “Is this the trouble you mentioned?” I nodded toward the office but also rested a hand on my chest, half-wondering if I was the trouble. Or the one in trouble, rather.

      “I thought you might find it concerning,” Bolin said.

      “People in the leasing office? Nah, I dusted and took out the trash this morning. It’s not that concerning.”

      His grave look told me that wasn’t what had prompted his call. “They’re showing a potential corporate buyer around the property.”

      I groaned, my gaze drifting back to the BMW.

      Before, I’d dreaded the idea of motorcycle thugs, but now I wished vandals would roar through the parking lot. Or what about my ghost-hunting tenants? Couldn’t they wander past with their glowing and beeping equipment? I needed something to happen to convince a buyer that this place was too weird to be interested in. Especially a corporate buyer. Yuck.

      Sure, the Sylvans had gotten super rich over the years and were a long way from qualifying as a mom-and-pop business, but they also weren’t a heartless, publicly-traded company cutting costs at all expense to make their wealthy shareholders happy.

      Alas, the sun was doing an excellent job of highlighting the well-tended grounds, the recently pressure-washed roof, and birds flitting about as they chirped appealingly in the trees. There wasn’t even any freshly chewed gum stuck to the side of the cluster mailboxes. If I were a real-estate photographer, I would choose this day to take pictures.

      As if the thought had summoned such a person, a young man with a drone tucked under one arm wandered in from the parking lot.

      “I’m here to take the photos,” he called when Rory Sylvan looked out the door and waved at him.

      I groaned again, managing to muffle it when Rory noticed us and acknowledged me with his wave. I attempted a smile as I returned the gesture, not wanting to share the bleakness I felt, that I was about to lose my home and job of twenty-plus years.

      Would a new corporate owner want to keep on someone without a college degree? Someone who kept drawing trouble, especially werewolf trouble, to the complex?

      “Any chance the prospective buyer has read the news and has concerns about the rising crime in the area? And the incident that happened here?” I pointed casually toward the parking lot, though I felt guilty about downplaying the night Duncan and I had changed into wolves to battle the thugs Radomir had sent to kidnap me. It had been self-defense, but there had been deaths. Multiple deaths. Thanks to my crazed wild werewolf instincts taking over, I had been responsible for them.

      “It did come up,” Bolin said. “The guy is negotiating and trying to imply that this place should go for a steal, due to those incidents, but my parents had me get out the financials and show them off. The complex is extremely profitable, great cap rate.”

      I bared my teeth. That was something I’d always striven for, but, in this situation, it wasn’t a boon.

      “It’s amazing how much work you do that they would normally have to pay contractors and other service providers for.” Bolin looked at me with bemusement, as if I were odd. “Was that part of your original deal when you first got the job?”

      “No, but I’ve never seen the point in paying for things I can do myself.”

      “I don’t know where you find the time, especially considering how busy your life is.” Bolin glanced at Duncan’s Roadtrek in the lot and also toward the greenbelt.

      “It wasn’t that busy until recently.”

      “Well, you’re a hard worker. That’s good.”

      I squinted at him. “You don’t usually throw compliments around. Are you about to let me know I’m being fired? Or do you want something?”

      “It’s in the job description of an intern to suck up to one’s superiors.”

      “Two days ago, you didn’t know the meaning of the term suck up.”

      Bolin’s eyebrows flew up. “I know the meanings of all terms. Suck comes from the Middle English souken and Old English sucan, to use the lips and tongue to draw liquid into the mouth. As for slang variations, those are more twentieth century and imply, er, sexual acts. Though the terms are removed enough in the present to rarely suggest vulgarity.”

      “That’s a relief. What is it you said that you want from me? If not to warn me of my impending firing?”

      Bolin hesitated, no doubt recognizing me trying to trick him into confessing. Ultimately, he shrugged and answered. “I was wondering how your niece, Jasmine, is doing. You know she asked me where I get my coffee, right? Did she go visit Rocket Espresso? And get an orange mocha? That’s my favorite drink. It’s the one I gave to her. She must have liked it, right?”

      His expression reminded me of a golden retriever seeking attention. If he’d had floppy ears, they would have been perked with hope.

      “I’m not sure if she’s been there.” I tried not to bare my teeth at the photographer as he put his drone into the air for aerial shots. Damn it, why had I removed all the moss from the roofs a couple of weeks ago? The place would look great in his photos. He would doubtless take them in such a way as not to include the traffic-filled freeway on the other side of the greenbelt.

      “Oh.” Bolin’s shoulders slumped.

      Busy scowling at the drone, I almost missed his disappointment.

      “She might have gone there.” I figured I should bolster my intern, not wallow in my own worry and distress. He’d helped me out numerous times. But, thus far, Bolin hadn’t proven himself to be the kind of guy that girls fell head-over-heels for. Or even the kind they noticed was flirting with them. “I can ask her the next time I talk to her.”

      “That would be great. She’s pretty. And vivacious. I had to spell vivacious to win my fifth-grade spelling bee.”

      “That was a good memory for you, huh?”

      “Oh, yes. That was before the words got excruciatingly obscure and difficult and the competition stiff.”

      “Before I talk to Jasmine, I do feel compelled to ask if you realize she’s my relative. And all that that entails.” I raised my eyebrows.

      Bolin paused before answering. “More than that she inherited the same sense of sarcasm that you have?”

      “That does run in my family, but yes. More.”

      “Your son didn’t get more, right? He seems normal.” Bolin had only met Austin in passing, but, as a fledgling druid, he had the power to sense if people were magical.

      “Because his father was a normal human, yeah.” I refrained from making that a normal sleazy human who stole money and cheated on me. After all, I was working on my maturity today.

      “And it takes two… unnormals to make… one of you.” He gestured at me.

      “Essentially.”

      “Or a bite.”

      “Yes. But hardly anyone can pass along our magic that way anymore.”

      “Is Jasmine hardly anyone?”

      “No.”

      “Okay.” Bolin brightened. “Good. Will you see her soon to talk to her?” A hand on his chest implied about me.

      “I’m not sure. She’s researching something for me now.”

      “The wolf case?”

      “No, that’s....” I hadn’t forgotten that our elusive wolf-lidded magical case had finally opened, revealing a metallic mushroom-shaped artifact that had saved Duncan from a fast-acting poison, but I’d been worried about his disappearance. I had mentally and physically put the case aside to mull on later. It, the lid again closed and locked, was back in the heat duct under my bed. At the moment, Jasmine, who’d witnessed the miraculous healing, was the only person besides Duncan who knew about its contents. But since Bolin had been studying it, maybe he deserved an explanation. It might also take his mind off his disappointment in realizing Jasmine probably wasn’t at home, writing his name in her journal with hearts around it. “The case has had a new development. I’m not sure what to think.”

      “Oh?” Bolin’s brows rose with interest.

      “When I was fighting my cousins, it popped open.” Speaking quietly so we wouldn’t be overheard, I explained how the artifact inside had healed Duncan’s wound.

      “That’s amazing, but how did the case just pop open? We tried everything from pliers to reading the translation aloud in English and the original Ancient Greek to unlock it. We even used lubricating potions on the hinges while chanting open sesame. It seemed fused in place.”

      “It’s not fused.” I debated how to explain what had prompted it to open without admitting that Duncan had been cloned from an ancient werewolf with the power to turn into a bipedfuris, the towering two-legged version of our kind with the ability to spread lycanthropy through his bite. “We believe that it opens when one of the threats that it—the artifact inside—was designed to protect against is nearby. Like it senses something with venom or poison.” I didn’t bring up werewolf bites, the third item mentioned in the inscription. “And then it makes itself available to help the person nearby.”

      “Oh, how handy. It sensed that the sword your cousin used was poisoned? And that’s when the lid opened?”

      I was fairly certain Duncan’s presence in the two-legged form had been the catalyst, but I nodded. It hadn’t occurred to me before, but there was a possibility the poisoned sword had caused the case to open. Maybe I’d wrongly assumed the bipedfuris had been responsible.

      “We didn’t get a chance to experiment, but Duncan asked if we had rattlesnakes or scorpions around,” I said. “He wanted to see if a venom-producing creature would cause it to open. Strangely, I don’t keep any of those in my truck, so we still don’t know.”

      “Did you try waving the poisoned sword over it again?”

      “No. The house was on fire by that point.”

      “On fire,” Bolin mouthed.

      “When my family fights with each other, we go all out.” Technically, Duncan and his underwater demolitions had been responsible for the explosion that had started the fire, but my vile cousins had prompted that need. “You have siblings, don’t you? Or cousins? You know how chaotic things can get, I’m sure.”

      “I guess so. My little brother and I wrestled on the couch once, knocked over a candle, and spilled hot wax on our mother’s newly installed carpet.”

      I scratched my cheek. Such an incident wouldn’t count as worth recalling in a werewolf family. Hell, Cameron and Austin had caused more of a mess than that on a weekly basis, and the lupine magic hadn’t even passed along to them.

      “We were grounded for three weeks,” Bolin added.

      “If you’d been one of my kids, I wouldn’t even have denied you dessert for that crime.” As an ardent dark-chocolate fan, I’d always considered withholding sweets a far worse punishment than grounding. That was more of a torment for the parents than the kids since it meant the rowdy ones were stuck at home, plotting more trouble.

      “Really?” Bolin looked wistfully at me. “Every time my parents grounded me, they took away all my electronics. I had to either read old-school physical books or practice the violin.”

      “I forgot that was on your résumé.” I pantomimed running a bow over strings. “Maybe you should be serenading cute girls while you hand them fancy mochas.”

      “I’ve tried that before. It didn’t work as well as the chick flicks would lead you to believe.”

      “Did you play super boring classical music or something good?”
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