


[image: Cover: Wild Hunt by Alison Levy]






[image: ]



Copyright © 2026 Alison Levy

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, except for brief quotations in reviews, educational works, or other uses permitted by copyright law.

Published in 2026 by

SparkPress, an imprint of The Stable Book Group

[image: ]
1569 Solano Ave #546

Berkeley, CA 94707

https://shewritespress.com

Library of Congress Control Number: 2026932720

ISBN: 979-8-89636-378-1

eISBN: 979-8-89636-379-8

Printed in the United States

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

No part of this publication may be used to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) models. The publisher and author reserve all rights related to the use of this content in machine learning.

All company and product names mentioned in this book may be trademarks or registered trademarks of their respective owners. They are used for identification purposes only and do not imply endorsement or affiliation.




For Matt and Eric




[image: A diagram of a company AI-generated content may be incorrect.]





[image: ] Kazimiera


“NO!”

Georgette shrank a little at Kazimiera’s harsh tone but, to the Vampire’s annoyance, recovered quickly. The skinny little blonde flicked her bouncy curls out of her face and met her boss’s intense stare with a smile—which had the effect of water on a grease fire.

Six months after signing their renegotiated contract, the witch was getting bold. More and more, she questioned her boss’s decisions, insisted upon debate. Kazimiera huffed. This argument was a headache she didn’t need.

“I know the ingredients are a little pricey,” said Georgette, gesturing to the list she had compiled, “but they should be easy to find.”

“Absolutely not!”

“The spells are time-consuming, but I think I can cast them in stages. You know, one spell a week for a couple of months—”

“What part of ‘no’ is confusing you?” Kazimiera flashed her teeth.

“Well,” the witch said, eyes wide behind her glasses, “what part is holding you up?”

“Every part!” Kazimiera held up one hand, ticking off three fingers as she spoke. “I will not pay for the ingredients, I will not make time in your schedule for the spellcasting, and I will not sanction this project under my roof!”

“But Kairos—”

“You mean Demetra.”

“He wants to be called Kairos.”

Kazimiera crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not calling her that.”

“Look.” Georgette sighed, avoiding Kazimiera’s eyes. “I get why you would refuse funds for Kairos’s gender reassignment, but you won’t make time in my schedule? Helping the Fae in this club is my job—it is my schedule. Also,” she added after a tense pause, “you refusing to use Kairos’s name or correct pronouns is upsetting a lot of the staff. They say it takes minimal effort to use the right name, and they don’t like that you won’t do it.”

“Quiet!” Kazimiera snapped. The witch’s voice was like a gnat in her ear, distracting her from important work and aggravating the tension in her head. “I’ve done enough! I looked the other way when she started using a binder. Do you have the slightest idea how absurd it is for a Sphinx to bind her breasts? Sphinx breasts are supposed to be out and proud. It’s what my VIPs expect! Even so, I ignored the damn binder. But then she started wearing that nasty lion mane. God.” She cringed. “It’s not even realistic, it’s just a rag wig.”

“He wanted to buy a good one, but you wouldn’t authorize the funds.”

A knock on the office door drew the witch’s gaze, but Kazimiera ignored it and slammed her palms down on her desk. The loud bang made Georgette jump.

“I can’t have her parading around in front of my VIPs looking like some lion rag doll! No one will pay money to see that!”

“But if I do the spells,” the witch pushed, “he won’t need the wig or the binder anymore. Won’t that solve the problem?”

A second knock, louder than the first, broke the air. Kazimiera hissed at the sound but stayed focused on Georgette. “Shoveling money at her identity crisis creates more problems than it solves! Everything in this club costs money—money she’s no longer making for me. If I let her keep draining funds without contributing, it puts me in debt and it sets a bad precedent.”

“What precedent?”

“I’m not running a charity!” Kazi shouted, throwing up her hands. “I don’t need half the Fae in the city coming to me for handouts. If you’re determined to use magic to give Demetra a dick, do it on your own time and your own dime.”

A thunderous knock shook the walls of Kazimiera’s office. Fists balled in frustration, she snapped her gaze to the door and roared, “WHAT?”

The door swung open, allowing the light from the hallway to sweep into the dimly lit office. Kazimiera squinted, willing her nocturnal vision to adapt.

Silhouetted in the doorway was a tall, broad-shouldered man dressed in a long black coat. There was only one Fae in her building who carried his head under his arm: the Dullahan.

“What do you want?” Kazimiera demanded, glaring.

“We have a new arrival,” said the Dullahan, his deep, echoey voice emanating from his neck hole rather than his decayed head.

“It can wait!”

The Dullahan shifted his weight and switched his head to his other arm. A sliver of light leaked over the head’s yellowish skin and one milky eye. “There’s a problem.”

Eyes squeezed shut, Kazimiera pinched the bridge of her nose. “Of course there is,” she muttered.

“I’ll handle it,” Georgette said, jumping up from her seat. “You’ve got other work to do.”

“I’ll deal with it,” Kazimiera said, throwing her hands into the air as she brushed past Georgette on her way out the door. “This is my business, dammit.”

On the ground floor of the building, Club Nocturne was enjoying a quiet Wednesday night. There was a handful of patrons at the bar, and there were a few more in the lounge areas, but the dance floor, despite the lively recorded music on the sound system, was empty. No lights illuminated the vacant stage; the Siren whose songs lured crowds on weekends was upstairs in her room, resting her magical voice.

Kazimiera wasn’t bothered by the low numbers; she never expected much profit Tuesdays through Thursdays. She kept the club open those days mostly to keep her live-in staff occupied. Idle hands were the devil’s workshop—a dangerous prospect for an enterprise that relied on secrecy—so a steady routine was vital. It also kept her busy, which was the very reason she’d opened the club in the first place.

A faint silver glow emanated from beneath the overhang of the bar’s indigo top. Mirrored shelves full of liquor bottles stretched out behind it, tiny lights sparkling amongst them like bashful stars. Purple-cushioned bar chairs stood in a neat row all down the bar’s length, only a few of them occupied by patrons.

Slipping past the bar itself and stepping into the stock room behind it, Kazimiera found two of her bartenders—an Incubus and a Succubus—tending to an unfamiliar woman.

“Keep those men distracted while we’re in here,” Kazimiera said, jabbing a thumb toward the bar behind her. She pointed at the Succubus’s frilly top. “Show some more cleavage and be sure to smile.”

The Succubus shimmied her top a little lower and trotted off. Once she was gone, Kazimiera put her hands on her hips and stood over the newly arrived girl, sizing her up.

The woman was probably in her late twenties, curvy, with smudges all over her brown skin. Though the brands she wore suggested she could afford a good wardrobe, her clothes were dirty and torn and smelled of several days’ worth of wear. The cloth she had used to wrap her head didn’t properly hide her erupting frizz.

The Incubus had given the girl a plate of food from Nocturne’s second-floor restaurant that she was actively devouring.

After staring at her for a long minute, Kazimiera realized why the Dullahan had labeled the girl “a problem.” She narrowed her eyes. “What are you?”

The girl froze, a chunk of roasted potato between her fingers and halfway to her lips. “I’m sorry?” she asked, her voice a bit hoarse.

“What are you?” Kazimiera repeated.

“I’m, uh, Audrey Collins.”

“That’s who you are. I’m asking what you are.”

Visibly confused by the question, Audrey’s eyes darted from Kazimiera to the Incubus and back again. Annoyed, Kazimiera leaned in close, putting her nose within inches of the young woman. Her heartbeat raced, drumming wildly in Kazimiera’s sensitive ears, but she didn’t try to move away. The bite of potato was still halfway to her mouth, frozen by her fear and disorientation. Kazimiera inhaled deeply and took a long moment to analyze the newcomer’s scent. Healthy, tired, sweaty … and human.

“You took in a human?” Kazimiera snarled at the Incubus. “What were you thinking?”

The bartender drew back, his handsome features painted with surprise. He squinted at Audrey as if trying to pierce a disguise. “That can’t be right,” he said in a lyrical voice. “She came to the door knowing all the right things to say.”

“She’s human, you twit!” Kazimiera snapped.

“But then why would she come here?”

An unexpected footstep made the Vampire whirl around. Standing in the stockroom doorway, pale, freckle-faced Georgette stared past Kazimiera at the intruder.

“Do I not give you enough to do?” Kazimiera said to Georgette, feeling a sheen of red creep into her eyes. “You seem to be looking for extra work!”

Georgette spread her hands in a gesture of futility. “This is what you hired me for. I’m supposed to meet all incoming Fae so I can link them into the cloaking spells on the building.”

Kazimiera wanted to lash out, but the witch was technically correct. Biting back her irritation, she said, “Well, this one’s not Fae. Wipe her memory and throw her out.”

“Wait!” Audrey exclaimed, jumping up from her chair with the plate still clutched in her hands. “I need help!”

“You don’t belong here,” said Kazimiera.

“But I can’t go anywhere else,” Audrey said. “Please!”

All set to order the young woman off her property, Kazimiera was caught off guard when Georgette moved between them. Eyes glued to the girl, the witch tilted her head back and forth like a dog hearing a high-pitched sound.

“Are you okay?” she asked Audrey, her voice vibrating with compassion and curiosity. “What happened?”

Under the witch’s kindly interrogation, Audrey began to tremble. Tears welled up in her eyes, but blinking rapidly and inhaling sharply, she stifled them. The plate of food shook in her hands until the Incubus carefully took it from her. The moment it was out of her grasp, she began fidgeting with her hands, smoothing her loose strands of hair and tugging on her torn clothes. After swallowing hard and sniffing, she managed to meet Georgette’s gaze.

“I got bit,” she said quietly. She rolled up her sleeve and showed them her right forearm. “Can’t see it much anymore. It healed fast. Really fast.”

Kazimiera looked at the scars. They were small, almost pockmarks, half a shade lighter than her skin. “What bit you?” she asked, already suspecting the answer.

“I thought it was a dog,” answered Audrey. “A big dog. But then”—fresh tears appeared in her eyes—“a few nights ago …”

“Full moon,” said Georgette.

Audrey nodded.

“Did you change all the way?” the witch asked. “Sometimes the first transformation isn’t complete.”

The first tears broke free and rolled down Audrey’s cheeks. “My arms and legs stretched,” she croaked. “I sprouted fur. And a damn tail. God, it hurt so bad.” She looked back and forth between Kazimiera and Georgette. “I started having this … hunger.”

A sudden sob racked her body, and she slapped a hand across her mouth. Georgette reached out and put a hand on her shoulder.

“I was at my cousin’s house for dinner,” Audrey continued, voice muffled by her fingers. “Her kids were there. I locked myself in the bathroom, but I could hear them while my body was changing. Then I could … I could …” She drew a deep, ragged breath. “I could smell them.” Tears flowed freely from her bloodshot eyes, leaving clean tracks in the dirt on her cheeks. “They smelled like meat, like barbecue. The thing inside me wanted to …” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “To taste them.” Sniffling, she swiped at her eyes and face. “I texted my cousin in the kitchen that I was sick, snuck out the back, and ran.” A tired sob leaked from her lips. “I didn’t dare go home because I knew my family would come looking for me and I didn’t want to hurt them. I’ve missed so many days at work that I’m worried I’ll get fired. I’m not even sure where I’ve been all this time; I just kept moving.”

“Who the hell,” Kazimiera interrupted, “told you to come to Nocturne?”

For a moment, the young woman just stared at her, mouth agape. Then, shakily wiping at her tears, she swallowed hard and answered, “I’ve heard rumors about this place. People at work say it’s haunted or owned by a witch or something. I never believed any of it, but after what happened to me, I thought … if it was true …” Tearing up again, she looked pleadingly at Georgette. “I wanna go home but I’m afraid. Please, can you help me?”

Kazimiera curled her lip. Georgette would say yes. However expensive, time-consuming, or pointless, the witch would offer to help. So, before she could speak, Kazimiera issued her edict.

“No. I can’t have a Werewolf in this establishment. It’s too dangerous.”

The hope in Audrey’s eyes flickered out.

Unmoved, Kazimiera turned her back on the scene and headed for the door. “You need to leave.”

Kazimiera was almost to the door when she heard the click of a tongue. Pausing, she looked at the Incubus, only to see him frowning at her and shaking his head. She scowled. This damn witch. She’s got my staff thinking that I’m supposed to be Mother-freaking Theresa.

“Kazi, wait.”

Closing her eyes, Kazimiera gritted her teeth. That probing, pesky little voice! “No Werewolves,” she said to Georgette, emphasizing each syllable.

With that, she turned and left.

All the way back to her third-floor office, Kazimiera seethed. The witch made her life more difficult at every opportunity. And yet … she needed her. After the death of Martin, her last witch, she’d had a terrible time attracting candidates for the position. After months of advertising, only Georgette had eventually applied—and without a witch to keep the building cloaked from the magic community and to conceal her inhuman staff with glamours, the entire business would fall apart. Kazimiera was stuck with her.

Six months ago, they had agreed upon a month-to-month contract: Georgette would work without a salary—and pay her bills with money won via magic at casinos—so long as Kazimiera allowed her Bultungin friend and his infant daughter to stay in the building rent free. Kazimiera had not had occasion to interact with the hyena-man since then. As far as she knew, he was content, and that meant her agreement with Georgette could continue. If only the witch wasn’t such a nuisance.

Kazimiera dropped into her desk chair and began thumbing through a stack of papers on her desk: orders, invoices, estimates, and dozens of other drains on her bank accounts. The sight of them usually assured her that she would be sufficiently busy for the day, but today seeing them just tightened the vise around her head. This was happening with increasing regularity. Her day-to-day tasks were no longer serving their intended function—keeping her occupied and therefore content—and that was the sign of a potential problem in the near future, one that Kazimiera did not want to address. Instead, she put her head down and willed herself to focus.

There was a gentle knock on the door. “Kazi?”

The vise twisted a little tighter. “I’m busy,” Kazimiera said, massaging her temples.

After a brief pause, Georgette opened the door and peeked inside. “Sorry,” she said. “I just wanted to run something by you.”

“If it has anything to do with Demetra or that Werewolf, I’m not listening.”

“She works for the Consumer Protection Division.”

Dropping her hands to the desktop, Kazimiera stared, weary and perplexed, at Georgette. “In as few words as possible: Who are you talking about, what does that mean, and why would I care?”

“Audrey works for the Consumer Protection Division,” Georgette said. “You know, the department that performs health inspections for the county. That’s where she heard the rumors about Nocturne.” She raised her eyebrows. “Wouldn’t it be nice to not have to turn the club and restaurant inside out every time you have an inspection?”

Kazimiera knit her fingers together on top of the desk. Inspection day was always a hassle. Try as they might, her staff could never seem to hide every irregular thing in the building. Some of the dietary needs of her residents could make even a serial killer squeamish, and those ingredients had to be kept somewhere. Inevitably, the inspector would accidentally see something that horrified him. Not trusting that a bribe could cover the shock, Kazimiera always ordered that the inspector’s memory be altered. It was a useful solution, but not a perfect one. If someone else in the department asked the inspector questions about the building that he or she couldn’t answer, the situation could become problematic very quickly. Having someone in the department who could keep her business up to date on required paperwork without the actual need for inspections would be advantageous. But, of course, nothing was free.

“What does she want?”

“Help with her condition.”

“That’s too broad,” Kazimiera said. “Narrow it down.”

“I knew you’d say that.” Georgette nodded. “I thought we could offer her a safe room to be locked up during the full moon—maybe one of the storage areas in the basement. I could also read up on Werewolf-related magic. I know there’s no cure, but that doesn’t mean—”

“I’m not paying for treatment,” Kazimiera snapped. “We can chain her up in the basement once a month in exchange for dodging inspections, but I’m not ponying up any cash on her behalf.” She leaned back in her chair, smoothing down her corkscrew coils. “That’s the deal. She can take it or leave it.”

“I think she’ll take it.” The witch started to back out of the doorway. “I’ll tell her.”

“Wait,” Kazimiera snapped.

Georgette stopped, her face half obscured by the door’s edge.

Tired, hassled, and frustrated to her last nerve, Kazimiera needed a question answered. “Why do you do this?”

“Do what?”

“Why do you let anyone and everyone make demands on your time, when it’s not your job and you’re not getting paid for it?”

Georgette stared at her, blue eyes childishly large behind her glasses. In a calm, level voice, she said, “They need my help.”

Kazimiera clenched her jaw. She wasn’t sure what response she’d expected, but those four simple words irritated the ever-loving hell out of her. It was a response she couldn’t rage against, and it was a logic she couldn’t disabuse the girl of. Of all the witches in the world, I got stuck with Little Miss Bleeding Heart.

“Fine,” she muttered. Rubbing her head again, she returned her attention to the bills. “Go.”
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“LOOK, ZIYA,” ISHAK SAID INTO HIS BABY DAUGHTER’S EAR. He pointed to the computer screen, trying to draw her attention to the face on the video call. “Look, sokar.”

Chubby-cheeked Ziya made a happy gurgle, followed by a string of nonsense syllables. Smiling, she pawed at Ishak’s face, running her little fingers over his scraggly beard as her topaz eyes peered up at him from his lap, bright and sparkling. He grinned at her. Her smile was absurdly contagious.

“Can she see us?” asked the woman on the computer screen. She leaned close to the camera, filling the screen with her lightly wrinkled face. “Is the picture clear?”

Ishak smiled indulgently. They had this exact interaction every time he telecommunicated with his family in the Chad Basin of Africa, in the Bultungin city of Kabultiloa. His mother was distrustful of the only computer in the town library that connected to the kobold net, the witch-created network used by the magical community. She seemed to be terrified that Ziya’s first memories of her grandmother would be of a fuzzy image.

“The picture is fine, Umma,” he said. “She’s just distracted.”

As usual, his mother appeared unconvinced. The green-and-gold scarf wrapped around her head slipped a bit, allowing him to see the gray streaks in her dark hair. There were more than he remembered.

“You must be sleeping better,” his mother said, her familiar gaze piercing him straight to the core. “You look less tatty than the last time we spoke.”

“Thank you, Umma.” He sighed. In the months following Ziya’s birth, his beard and hair had grown long and unruly, giving him a wild, unkempt look. Fortunately, when it got to the point that he hardly recognized his reflection anymore, Georgette had stepped in with help.

Ziya glanced at the screen for a moment, and her grandmother’s face lit up. “Hello, Ziya!” she said, waving and smiling. “Oh, how fast she grows! I wish I could hold her!”

“Let me see, Asma,” said another voice. A second woman—her face older, rounder, with a longer nose—ducked into view, getting between Ishak’s mother and the camera. “Such beautiful eyes!” Sidra said, beaming. “She looks so much like Kalilah!”

Indeed, thought Ishak. The likeness was both marvelous and painful to him. Most of the time he was too busy to notice, but then, in a quiet moment, he would look at his daughter and see his late wife staring back at him. It always triggered a cycle of emotions: surprise at the resemblance, love for his wife and their child, and then grief at Kalilah’s absence.

A blur of brown and gray fur entered the background of the screen as an enormous Bultungin approached the two women. In a swift, fluid motion, the Werehyena’s bulk contracted, its fur withdrew into its skin, and its body reformed into a man with a bald head and full gray beard who calmly sat down at the computer. “How are you managing parenthood alone, Ishak?”

“I’m not alone, Farhan,” he told his father-in-law.

He chuckled, remembering. For months, he had stubbornly tackled the challenges of fatherhood single-handed, spiraling in a maelstrom of toys, clothes, and baby bottles—but just when he was ready to break under the strain, Georgette had swept into his apartment with half a dozen of the Nocturne Fae in her wake. A Kitsune and Yuki-onna had gathered all of the dirty clothes and whisked them away to be washed. A Crane Woman had scrubbed every surface in the kitchen, lifting one foot at a time as she did to make room for the diminutive, hunchbacked Kikimora mopping the floor.

Amidst the mayhem, a rotund, shaggy Troll had approached Ishak with a wide smile half hidden under his ruddy facial hair. He’d carefully lowered himself to the floor next to the table, folded his thick legs beneath him, and held out his large hands. “Baby?” he’d asked in a deep voice.

Ishak had hesitated. He had never been entirely comfortable with the idea of being part of the Nocturne community. He found Kazimiera’s business model—creating a free workforce out of Fae who needed her magically enhanced building to hide from witches who enslaved them—morally objectionable. But then Georgette’s gentle hand had rested on his shoulder. “It’s okay,” she’d reassured him. “They just want to help.”

Putting his trust in Georgette, Ishak had handed his daughter to Magnus and allowed the others to put his home in order. And ever since that day, he had gratefully welcomed a daily dose of assistance into his life. The Nocturne community had opened its arms to him, and he had learned to welcome its embrace.

“My neighbors,” he told Farhan now, “have blessed me.”

Ziya suddenly let loose a screechy yip and flopped her arms about like a baby bird stretching its wings.

Farhan’s wide smile turned his smooth skin into a roadmap of wrinkles. “Already sounding like a hyena,” he said.

“Yes.” Ishak laughed. “She chatters and snorts in her sleep as if dreaming of the hunt.”

“Quite the fierce little thing! We can’t wait to meet her in person.”

Ishak nodded. As desperately as he wanted to go home, to introduce his daughter to her family, her people, and her homeland, there was simply no way to do so. Since he’d been brought to America against his will, he had no identification with which he might secure a ticket home. He knew of some illegal options, but they worried him. Should he be discovered boarding a plane with forged documents, the authorities might take Ziya away from him. That was unthinkable. He felt safer waiting for Georgette to find a magical way to get them home.

“I promise I will find a way home,” Ishak said. “One way or another, someday soon I will present Ziya to the elders, and we will celebrate her birth in a fitting manner.”

Though Farhan nodded, Ishak saw doubt in his eyes. It was a doubt Ishak shared.
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GEORGETTE FUMBLED WITH HER BLONDE CURLS, TRYING to twist her cloud of hair into a ponytail, as she continued to skim her laptop screen. It was upsetting, though not surprising, that she couldn’t find much research on Werewolves. Witches generally only studied subjects that were beneficial to them personally, usually in terms of gaining magic and power. Hybrid creatures like Werewolves and Vampires had nothing to offer. Born human, their powers were not innate but rather the product of infection, and thus they did not make good familiars. Consequently, official Werewolf research was sparse and outdated.

“Sup, babe?” asked Neil, startling her.

She smiled as he approached. Dressed in gray slacks and a white button-down shirt, her boyfriend had obviously come to her apartment straight from the office. Though she hadn’t checked her watch in a while, his arrival meant that she had about an hour until she was due at work. That was how it was most days.

“Hey!” she said, pulling him down for a kiss. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Mei-Xing was just leaving when I came up the stairs, so she let me in.” His smile faded as he glanced over his shoulder. “Is she okay?” he asked. “She seems kinda off.”

Usually quiet and polite, Mei-Xing had become snippy and easily distracted lately. Georgette would have found the behavior strange as well if she hadn’t seen it before.

“She’s budding,” she explained.

Brow furrowed, Neil asked, “Budding?”

“Yeah. You know, like how trees bud before they blossom? It’s a springtime thing for Wood Nymphs. They get hormonal for a couple months. It’ll pass.”

Brown eyes alight with fascination, Neil sat down next to her on the sofa. “Is it just a name or does she actually grow buds on her body?”

Neil’s curiosity about the Fae community and witch culture absolutely delighted Georgette. Bit by bit, the other-worldly aspects of a witch’s life were becoming as ordinary for him as they were for her.

“She does,” she said. “The glamour hides it, but she sprouts buds on her chest.”

“Wow,” he marveled. “That’s wild.”

“It is,” she agreed. “How was work today?”

“Exhausting,” he said with a grunt. “But I got a chance to talk to Danny during lunch about staying with me this summer.”

“Oh good!” Though she had never met Neil’s nephew, Georgette felt a bond with Danny. Like him, she had used summers to escape a miserable home life by spending time with less problematic family members. “Did he apply to some San Jose summer camps?”

“A lot of them, actually,” Neil said. “But Liam and Bethany told him he could only pick one program. He’ll have to decide soon.” His gaze shifted to her laptop screen. “What are you reading about today?” He squinted. “Werewolves?” He put an arm around her, and the scent of his body spray drifted into her nose, sending a tingle through her. “Full moon and claws, like in movies?”

“Kind of,” she said. “A Werewolf woman came to the club last night asking for help. I’m trying to compile some info for her. It’s disappointing, though. Her options are limited.”

“How so?”

“Lycanthropy is basically a virus.” Georgette toggled over to a scanned copy of a handwritten study on her laptop screen. “It lays dormant for most of the month and then becomes active during the full moon. When that happens, it asserts its own DNA over the host’s and remakes their body into what it thinks is the ‘correct’ form. It burns itself out in a matter of hours and then goes dormant again.”

“Hell of a disease,” Neil said.

“Believe it or not, it’s really hard to catch. It’s only transmitted through bodily fluids, and only a handful of the people exposed will actually be infected.” She scrolled to a particular page of the study. “This witch has a theory that the reason the virus makes its hosts go crazy when it’s active is because most victims only live a year or two post-infection. The virus forcing the victim to bite as many people as possible is the surest way for it to reproduce.”

“So,” said Neil, frowning, “the woman you met only has a year to live?”

“Well,” Georgette said, “this info is outdated.” She toggled to another tab. “This is a website for a private island, Luna Gris, off the coast of Baja California. It’s a Werewolf colony. According to their website, living in a place without uninfected humans has a calming effect and makes the monthly transformations less violent. That can mean a longer life expectancy. One of their residents who recently passed away lived there for twenty years.”

“Longer life expectancy, less violence …” Neil pursed his lips, considering it. “Sounds like a win-win.”

“Except it means uprooting your entire life to go live on an island with strangers. And,” she added, “sterilization.”

Neil pulled back, eyes wide. “Why?”

“Safety. If a Werewolf were to carry a pregnancy to term and if the baby were to inherit the virus, it wouldn’t survive the first transformation. If it didn’t inherit the virus, the presence of an uninfected human on the island could make the Werewolves violent. The baby would have to be sent away immediately.” Georgette sighed and gently tugged at one of her curls. “Tough choices all around.”

Neil leaned back on the sofa, his gaze distant as he processed the information she’d just shared with him. While he mulled it over, she considered how she was going to give all this information to Audrey. There was really no way to soften the blow; no matter what she decided to do, she was going to have to make some major lifestyle changes. Georgette did have some alternative ideas to try if she was willing, though.

“How’d the lady who came to Nocturne get the virus?” asked Neil.

“She was bitten by a Werewolf.”

“What Werewolf? Just some random Werewolf running around the South Bay Area?”

Georgette stared blankly at the computer. Seconds ticked by. She felt like she had just sat down for a test only to realize that she had studied the wrong chapter.

“You’re right,” Georgette whispered. “There must be another Werewolf.”

Her mind raced. Had the other Werewolf been taking precautions to isolate themself during the full moon? The night Audrey was bitten—was that a one-time slipup? Or were they just running loose every month?

An arm slowly encircled her shoulders and applied gentle pressure. Only then did Georgette realize she was holding her breath.

“Breathe,” Neil said softly into her ear.

She drew several deep breaths and then looked at him, feeling a rush of gratitude for his support. “I’m okay.”

He nodded. “Good. So, what’s our next step?”

“I don’t know.” She paused for a moment as her brain rattled off possibilities. Thinking quickly, she tried to weed out the absurd ideas to find something practical. “I can go to Kazi, but she probably won’t do anything. Maybe Delia and Senji can help. Valkyries are supposed to report anything unusual in their territory to Valhalla anyway. And I should check hospital records for animal bites.”

“Can you do that?”

“Not legally … but yeah. It just takes a basic scrying spell superimposed over a Google search.”

Smiling proudly, Neil leaned his head toward hers. “You got this.”

Yeah. I’ve got this. After one last cleansing breath, she kissed him and then nuzzled her face against his shoulder. “Thanks.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Anytime.”
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Golden Valhalla—roof thatched with shields, rafters made of spear shafts—echoed with the sounds of battle. The war was not visible, but the clash of weapons and cries of soldiers were ever-present.


	



	
	
Soaring above, Senji saw numerous creatures. Gray wolves stalked the grounds. Ravens, like himself, perched in the ancient red-gold trees. Horses—white, black, dappled—drank from the immense crystal river. They were all like Senji: former humans transformed into animals after death to assist the Valkyries.





	
Delia’s gaze passed over warrior souls, the chosen slain not on the front lines, who were gathered within the hall. Some feasted, partaking of the unending food piled on the tables. Others lounged, resting on the benches covered in coats of mail, while drinking and playing games. More still, too many, were recovering from wounds.

The dead could not be killed, but they could be grievously wounded. And while Valhalla made spectral bodies whole, it could not always heal a soldier’s mind. Too much strain could break a warrior, shattering their soul into irreparable pieces.


	



	
	
Every Valkyrie was a murdered woman. Every animal partner was the man responsible for his Valkyrie’s death. Once dead, Valhalla united them, pouring a lifetime of the other’s memories into each and linking them into a single consciousness.

They are not all like me.





	
What’s that? asked Delia, walking through a recovery room, her eyes lingering on a cluster of badly burned souls.


	



	
	
The partners, Senji said. He swooped down into the courtyard and alighted upon the largest tree, its metallic leaves shimmering in the light. Many of them are like servants to the Valkyries, little more than tools to be used, never to be treated with respect and friendship. We are unusual.





	
Yes, she agreed after some thought, I suppose so. An injured soul wailed, drawing her attention. The Idisi, elfish attendants of the chosen, knelt by him, magically healing his wounds. He still howled. Many of the sisters resent the men who killed them. Understandably. Even after death, it’s hard not to carry a grudge.


	



	
	
You do not.





	
Most were killed by men who should have loved them—brothers, fathers, lovers. You and I never met until after we were dead. And we were at war; you were just a kid serving his country. What’s to hate?


	



	
	
Senji smiled. Delia had a way of cutting through life’s ambiguities.





	
Delia watched the warrior soul reject all comfort offered by the Idisi. He continued to scream, limbs flailing, head shaking wildly. The Idisi, their large, multicolored eyes flashing, exchanged glances.

Not good.


	



	
	
What’s that?





	
Look.


	



	
	
Through her eyes, he saw the Idisi place their spindly fingers on the spirit. Senji realized what was about to happen.

No, not another one.





	
The Idisi gently pushed. Slowly, the soul compressed, shrinking and distorting. The cries of the dead man gradually faded as his spectral body condensed from human form into a ball of glowing silver energy. One Idisi held the ball—ghostly and swirling—between her thin hands. With the other Idisi in a procession behind her, she carried the now silent soul across the room.

May they deliver him safely.


	



	
	
May he find eternal rest beyond the veil.





	
That’s the third one this month. Delia watched the attendants fade into transparency. Our army needs a win.


	



	
	
So I’ve heard. He cocked his head upward at a flock of passing ravens, listening to their chatter. Rumor has it that the tide has turned against us and we are slowly losing ground to Muspelheim.





	
I’ve heard the same. The Idisi vanished into light and shadow; the silver glow of the soul lingered a few seconds longer before disappearing forever. We had all but taken the Ginnungagap, but now the enemy is advancing and pushing us back.


	



	
	
Is that why we have been ordered to deliver chosen who are … not ideal?

Their last few targets had been far from battle-ready. Some of the recent chosen struck him as quite bookish, unlikely to have ever thrown a punch.





	
Walking through many rooms, passing the rows of wounded, Delia felt a crawling sense of unease. They were losing warriors and replacing them with clerks and stockboys. That was no path to victory.

An internal tug caught her attention. The brand she and Senji shared with Georgette, Mei-Xing, and Ishak was pulling at her.


	



	
	
Georgette wants us.





	
So I gather.





	
	
It doesn’t feel urgent, so I’m guessing it doesn’t involve her mother.

Georgette feared her mother, a powerful and intimidating witch. Ever since Hazel Nichols O’Reilly had tracked down her runaway daughter, Georgette flew into a panic every time they interacted. More than once, Georgette had frantically yanked at the Hathiya link when getting a mere phone call from Hazel.





	
Delia smirked. For all her power, Hazel feared the Valkyries. And Georgette knew it.


	



	
	
I don’t feel she needs us now.





	
Not at present. We will have to wait for another chance to intimidate the old bitch again.


	



	
The moan of another wounded soul melted her smirk.


	



	
	
A squawk seized Senji’s attention. Another raven passed overhead, swooped down out of sight, and then rose again with a Valkyrie in tow. The bird and shieldmaiden flew off, vanishing from view. Soon afterward, a Valkyrie astride a wolf cloud-hopped over the horizon.

Senji watched more Valkyries fly from the Great Hall. The sisters are leaving. Have they received their new orders?





	
Yes. She turned and strode toward the nearest exit. So have we.


	



	
	
He stretched his wings. Is there a chosen to fetch?





	
There is always a chosen to fetch. She sighed. But the first on our list will not die today.


	



	
	
We can check on Georgette, then. Senji took flight, soaring over the shield-tiled roof with the brisk wind in his feathers. I’ll meet you out front.





	
Be right there.

Walking more quickly and averting her eyes, Delia hastened to leave the hall, closing her ears to the wails of the felled chosen.
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SEATED ON THE APARTMENT BALCONY, MEI-XING SOAKED up the cloud-filtered sunlight. A gentle wind flowed through the air, rustling her many potted plants and painting her body with scents from all over the city. There was a delicious warmth to the breeze. Spring was shifting into summer.

Mei-Xing had felt the onset of spring long before Georgette noticed, her photosensitive skin taking note of how the days gradually lengthened. Soon after, she’d felt buds beginning to grow from her chest and shoulders. Though expected, she disliked the sight of them.

Peering through her glamour, her human disguise, Mei-Xing examined the tightly closed little pink-and-white buds that dotted her breast. She’d felt herself becoming irritable and restless since their appearance. That was common enough, but accompanying the agitation she was also experiencing a strange sense of loneliness.

Spring was meant to be a social time. Before fleeing China, Mei-Xing had spent every spring in her grove preening with the Nymphs and Spirits of her family. After stirring from winter lethargy, her family would gather together while the elders shared their stories with the young ones, spreading wisdom and nonsense in equal measure. She’d lay her head on her mother’s lap while an auntie or a cousin groomed away the brown grasses on her body to encourage fresh green growth. Her father and uncles would mill about the ripening grounds, calling out in singsong voices to lure the new seedlings to the surface. All the while, the entire grove would try to coax the buds on the adult Nymphs to blossom. It was always a cause for celebration when the buds opened into flowers, signaling a rare time of Nymph fertility. Mei-Xing’s had opened only twice in her life: the first time marked her transition from adolescence to maturity, and the second …

She closed her eyes and willed the long-repressed memory to sink back into the hidden areas of her mind.

Since coming to America, Mei-Xing had rarely missed her grove. She had made a conscious decision to run, to save herself from an abusive marriage that her family wouldn’t let her leave. The grove had needed the water her husband had provided, and if that arrangement cost Mei-Xing her health, her freedom, or even her life, they were willing to pay the price. Mei-Xing was not.

Now she and Georgette had become their own little grove, a cozy knot of kith-kin. But close as they were, Georgette simply could not provide the type of companionship Mei-Xing’s Nymph senses craved in the spring.

Behind her, inside the apartment, Mei-Xing heard Georgette talking on the phone. Through the Hathiya link they shared, the Nymph could feel her friend’s distress. Georgette was talking to her mother.

Despite the fact that she had once almost dragged her runaway daughter back to Boston by force, Hazel had lately been suspiciously polite, calling Georgette as regularly and casually as any mother checking in on her adult child. The two friends agreed that this was a ploy Hazel was using to worm her way back into her daughter’s life, and yet Georgette continued to allow the phone calls. Though she had once uprooted her entire life to flee from her mother, Georgette didn’t seem willing or able to cut contact a second time. Mei-Xing tried to be supportive, but she feared it would all end badly.

Inside the apartment, Mei-Xing heard another voice. Neil. Without turning to look, the Nymph could picture them clearly. Georgette would be seated and Neil would be next to her, probably holding her hand. Periodically, a flash of panic would come over Georgette’s face, and she would look to Neil. He would offer her reassuring smiles, a squeeze of his hand, or a few murmured words of encouragement.

This was how things had been for the last six months. Where Georgette once had only Mei-Xing to lean on, she now also had Neil. So at a time when Mei-Xing craved companionship more than ever, she found herself alone on the balcony while the loving couple kept their own company.

I haven’t lost my connection to Georgette, she told herself, wrapping her arms around her knees. Staring vacantly at the many windows across the way, she let the breeze ruffle the hidden buds on her shoulders. A lotus may be cut, but its fibered threads remain connected.

An unwelcome wash of homesickness came over her as instincts urged her to seek out her own kind. Mei-Xing gripped her knees tighter to her chest. I cannot risk seeking my own kind, or my birth grove might learn that I’m alive, she reminded herself, and the instinct shifted its focus, urging her to seek out Georgette.

She was on the verge of emotionally tugging at her Hathiya mark to alert her friend to her distress when she heard Georgette and Neil talking to each other in that conspiratorial tone used only by thieves and lovers. Her loneliness intensified; she hugged her knees tight as shaded sunlight spread over her skin without providing warmth.

My grove has no room for me.
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NICO KNEW THAT CLUB NOCTURNE, ITS RESTAURANT, AND the residential floors above were populated by creatures of folklore. But knowing and seeing were not the same.

Six months ago, Nico’s otherworldly vision had expanded wildly; in an instant, he’d found himself able to see beyond the ethereal curtain that separated humanity from the Fae. Previously, in the course of his curandero training, he had progressed in short bursts—connecting to his spirit allies, gaining greater command over his dreams—but this had been a much bigger leap. He now had the ability to see Fae beings not through a haze but as perfectly as he saw the customers who entered his aunt’s Botanica. After seeing beyond the curtain once, he now found that he could pierce it at will.

Entering the club now with a box of herbs and other products clutched to his chest, Nico initially only saw humans, or rather beings that appeared human—but a tickling in his soul told him he wasn’t seeing these people for what they really were. He flexed his new ability and pierced the glamours, allowing him to see the fairy-tale beings beneath.

Though he knew it was rude to stare, he couldn’t look away.

Once he entered the stairwell, he found that his extrasensory vision was no longer necessary. Away from the eyes of human customers, most of the upper-floor beings didn’t bother disguising themselves with glamours, and the heavy magic encompassing the building made them openly visible. Climbing the stairs to Nocturne’s upper floors, Nico caught sight of a misty Air Elemental floating up the stairwell, two chattering Harpies hopping along the rail with their wings partially extended for balance, and a Sarangay—a bull-headed man with gemstones in his ears—shuffling down the steps with his head stooped.

On the sixth floor, Nico slipped out of the stairwell and into a long hallway lined with doors, one of which was open. Upon peering into it, he saw Georgette.

“Hey,” she said, waving him in. “Good timing.”

Nico’s jaw fell open. The room was bustling with other-worldly activity. Kneeling on the floor in a tight circle, a group of four Elves—thin and glittery, as if made of starlight thread—drew on sheets of printer paper with the intensity of preschoolers, reaching across one another to touch up or add to each other’s pictures without uttering a word. Near the window stood a Chalkydri, its lion body bathed in a sun-and-shadow-striped pattern from the blinds and its crocodile head shaded by its rainbow-feather wings. In the tiny kitchen, two Water Nymphs bent over a line of cutting boards. A strange mélange of scents filled the air from whatever they were chopping and grinding. One of the Nymphs—a saltwater variety, he guessed, given her extra-ordinary parrotfish coloration—spotted him standing by the entrance and immediately darted in his direction. He started to greet her, but she silently snatched the box out of his hands and went back to work.

“Thanks for bringing this stuff on such short notice,” said Georgette, breaking him out of his thoughts.

“Yeah,” he murmured, still taking it all in, “no problem. Where’s the patient?”

“In the bathroom, getting changed.”

The Werewolf is getting changed in the bathroom, he thought in amazement.

When Georgette had come to him with a list of odd ingredients and a story about B-movie monsters, he’d been flabbergasted. Even after everything he’d seen, he’d never imagined that Werewolves were real. But when he’d presented the list to Tía Mariana, she’d read it and calmly asked, “¿Hombre-lobo?”

Nico had sputtered, so many questions jumping to his lips at once that all he could manage was, “Huh?”

Chuckling, she’d dismissed his confusion with a wave of her hand. “What else could this”—she nodded at the list—“be for? If I had to guess, I would say your bruja friend is assembling ingredients for a full moon charm.” Staring thoughtfully at the sheet of paper in her hand, she’d tapped her front teeth with one fingernail. “I hadn’t heard about a lycanthropy outbreak. I should stock extra of these things, just in case.” She’d returned the list to him. “Does the bruja have enough silver?”

“My aunt says if you need silver,” Nico told Georgette, “she can hook you up.”

“I’m good,” Georgette said. She leaned across the kitchen counter and looked into the Nymphs’ mixing bowl. “My new recipe doesn’t use as much as the old one.”

“Are you not making a full moon charm?”

“No. I talked to Audrey about charms, but she didn’t like the idea.”

The bathroom door swung open with a bang, startling Nico. A woman in her mid to late twenties strode into the living room wearing a yellow bikini. The shock of seeing a woman wearing something so out of place did nothing to ease Nico’s disorientation. Without thinking, he scanned her up and down before catching himself and jerking his gaze aside.

“A charm doesn’t sound safe to me,” said Audrey. “Seems like it’s too easy for a charm to fall off and get lost.”

“Nico,” said Georgette, “this is Audrey Collins. Audrey, Nico García. He and his aunt run a local shop that supplies things you’ll need on a regular basis from now on.”

Immediately slipping into customer service mode, Nico smiled and held out a hand. Audrey shook it but did not return his smile. Exhaustion and defeat radiated from her every pore.

“My aunt will make sure we have a ready stock of ingredients for the daily tonic you’ll need,” he said. “I suggest buying in bulk and keeping a standing order with us to make sure you never run out.”

“What’s in the tonic,” Audrey asked with a resigned sigh, “and how do I make it?”

“Rowan berries, angelica, agrimony, and the activating incantation that Georgette will provide. To make it, you basically brew the mix like coffee. Depending on your preference, we can add flavors to make it more palatable.”

“I’m not worried about taste,” she said, walking into the kitchen. “I just want whatever will be most effective. That’s why I said no to the charm. I don’t wanna take any chances.”

“The representative I talked to at the Werewolf colony did admit the charms can be problematic,” said Georgette. She followed Audrey into the kitchen and gestured for Nico to come along. “The charm only works if it’s in direct contact with skin at the start of transformation. If it slips off or gets caught up in the wearer’s clothes, the virus won’t react to the silver, and without that severe allergic reaction, the magic in the charm never activates.”

“And then it doesn’t stop the change?” asked Nico.

“It won’t stop the change regardless,” huffed Audrey. “Apparently, nothing can stop it.” She plopped down at the breakfast table, put her elbows on the tabletop, and dropped her chin into her hands. “I’m stuck like this for the rest of my shorter-than-average life.”

“Don’t think like that,” said Georgette, smiling kindly. “Modern Werewolves are living much longer.”

“Only if they’re on that island colony,” Audrey grumbled.

“If they can do it, so can we,” Georgette said. “But,” she reluctantly added, “you’re right that we can’t stop the transformation.” Turning to Nico, she shrugged. “The charm, if used properly, keeps the Werewolf’s mind intact after the change so he or she doesn’t go berserk. The daily tonic eases the pain of transformation and helps prevent the virus from overextending the body’s resources. They’re not a cure, but they help.”

A Water Nymph—algae green with white snail shell swirls covering her body—held out a large mixing bowl to her colorful companion. The saltwater Nymph peered into the bowl a moment, grabbed two handfuls of the greenery she’d cut up, and dumped it into the mix. The first Nymph transformed her hand from flesh into pure liquid and plunged it into the bowl, soaking and stirring the contents, then withdrew and solidified her hand. She extended her arm toward Georgette, her fingers dripping purplish goo.

Georgette dipped one finger in the glop and brought it close to her face, smelling and inspecting it. “Let’s add more monkshood,” she said to the Water Nymphs, who nodded in unison. She looked across the living room at the Chalkydri. “We’ll be ready for you in a minute, okay?”

Staring at her from under its vibrant wings, the creature emitted a melodious, twirling purr.

Georgette nodded. “I know you’re busy. It won’t be much longer, I promise.”

Chalkydri are heralds of sunlight, thought Nico. Mariana said the Werewolf virus goes dormant in sunlight. Can’t be a coincidence.

Rising from the floor, the shimmering Elves glided up to the witch with their drawings outstretched, large eyes wide and eager. Georgette scanned the papers as she chewed on her lower lip. Then she pointed at one of the designs. “Not that one,” she said. “Or those two,” she continued, pointing. “The rest look great. You guys are talented.”

The Elves beamed with delight, their happiness causing a cascade of sparkles to flutter through their skin.

“Audrey,” Georgette said over her shoulder, “take a look at these, okay? You’ve got a bunch of options to choose from.”

“Whatever,” Audrey mumbled, but she accepted the papers from the smiling Elves.

“If you’re not making a charm,” asked Nico, “what are you doing?”

“I’m adapting the same principle as the full moon charm to make a more permanent solution,” Georgette said. “After doing research, I had the idea to use similar ingredients and magics but apply them directly to Audrey’s skin instead of putting them in a piece of jewelry.”

Nico’s years of curandero training brought all the facts into focus. “A tattoo.”

“Multiple tattoos,” Georgette said. “Biceps, thighs, stomach, lower back, shoulder blades, and pectorals. The same spell ingredients that go into the charm will be in the tattoo ink, except the tattoos don’t require as much silver.” The glow of her self-confidence dimmed a bit, her smile faltering. “What do you think?”

I think your reasoning is solid, he thought, his counselor mode kicking in, but that’s not what you need to hear. “What do you think?”

“I think it’ll work.”

Despite her qualifying tone, Georgette sounded quite positive. Nico felt a touch of professional pride that their therapy sessions had helped develop her self-confidence.

“The mechanics are the same: when the virus becomes active at the full moon, the silver we’ve put in the ink will produce an allergic reaction that triggers the magic. The only thing that’s different is the tattoos can’t be separated from Audrey, so there’s no chance of them getting lost.”

“Even if it works,” Audrey grumbled, “I’ll still have to be isolated two or three nights a month. ’Cause one day isn’t bad enough.”

“It depends which strain of the virus you got,” the witch told her. “You might transform only on the night of the full moon or you might also transform on the night before or after. We’ll know after this next full moon.”

Audrey shifted in her seat, fiddling with the ends of her hair. “This sucks.”

“Yeah,” Georgette agreed, “it does. But since there’s no cure, you have to—”

“Protect innocent people from ending up like me,” Audrey said bitterly.

Georgette sighed. “I was going to say that you have to protect yourself. If you run through the streets looking like a big, violent dog, somebody will shoot you. And forget what you’ve seen in movies—silver isn’t the only thing that can kill a Werewolf. A regular bullet does the job.”

Audrey flinched, her lower lip trembling. Georgette glanced at Nico, and he thought he saw a flash of guilt in her eyes for having upset the poor woman. He offered a half smile, trying to convey that she had done nothing wrong and it was just a bad situation all around.

“Which designs will you use for your tattoos?” he asked Audrey in a tone he hoped sounded conversational.

Sniffling, she looked at the papers on the table. “They all look similar. Honestly, I never wanted a tattoo at all. Now I’m getting ten at once.”

“Well,” Georgette said, “it’s not too late to make the charm instead.”

“No,” Audrey said firmly, swiping at her eyes. “No charms, no island colony.” She stared at the papers for a moment, then pointed at one. “Let’s use these.”

She had chosen a cluster of three designs: one of abstract flowers, one of simple arrows, and the last of petite shooting stars. The Elves took the paper from her, huddled together in a circle, and chirped to each other like gossiping birds.

The freshwater Nymph handed the mixing bowl to Georgette, who carried it across the living room toward the Chalkydri. Without a sound, the creature stretched its rainbow wings over the mix and showered droplets of gold into the concoction. The beauty of that liquid sunlight lifted Nico’s heart into his throat, and he sent up a silent prayer of
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