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      The events of this story take place roughly two months after The Wolf Bane. You don't need to have read that to understand this novelette, and this isn't required to appreciate the next book in the series. They all interact with each other, but this is intended to stand on its own.

      This investigation is rooted in an article I read about a legend local to part of the greater London area. I took several liberties to make it work for the narrative, but it remains recognizably close to the source. Folk stories and urban legends are wild stuff!
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            Holiday Vacation

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dale

      

      

      Cassiopeia had spent most of the flight looking out the window. They may not be a puppy girl anymore, but they could still be delightfully absorbed by new experiences. I'd never flown before either, but I'd gotten over the novelty quickly. It was loud, my ears were fucked, and the drinks were lousy. I had to pretend it was pleasant—mainly because I didn't want to harsh my girlfriend's buzz. The part that was harder to accept was that this trip was courtesy of Ms. Annette Kuiper, freshly appointed CEO of Kuiper Innovations and chairperson of the board for Societas Aenigmatum, the organization that paid Cassiopeia and me to wait around in case something preternatural needed to be looked at. That was Livinia's word, preternatural. You could say she was our supervisor, also our head researcher, den mother, landlady, and house. We tried not to think about that last part.

      My girlfriend was wolf-touched, which up until a few months ago had meant that when they slept their mind rode shotgun in the phantom wolf that they'd inherited. It also meant that we had to be careful not to get them pregnant, because the wolf would pass to their child, and they wouldn't survive the separation. Just after we'd met, wolf and nonbinary host had sort of combined, becoming ... something very large and vaguely canine, if canids had a mane of purple tentacles. For all of that, the most unusual thing about our relationship was that for the first time in my life, I wasn't worried about being abandoned. They were way too sweet to drop me like my ex had. I was far more concerned that I was holding them back.

      Cassiopeia had managed to blackmail Annette into treating them as family, which would honestly have been proof enough that they're related. The Kuipers are all kinds of awful, and sometimes, I think that the family curse is all that saved my little wolf from being horrible themself. They'd been kept in a cell for twenty-seven years to keep the wolf from escaping or migrating to another host. Before they'd met me, they hadn't even had a name. For some reason, I was the only one who saw the wolf as fully solid, and I'd met her first. Thinking she was a lost dog—look, I hadn't known wolves came in yellow—I'd named her Cassie. Then Janice had suggested Pia for the human, because together they'd be Cassie and Pia—Cassiopeia! Naturally, my dear, goofy enby had loved the idea.

      This holiday trip was Annette's scheme to bond with her distant cousin, and I'd been brought along as their plus one. For Cassiopeia's sake, I'd promised myself that I would be on my best behavior and try to appear grateful or whatever. Fortunately, Mrs. Kuiper had made the flight a day earlier with her son Kevin. That left the two of us alone, at least as passengers, which was a nice treat. A four-hour trip together was relaxing, even in their evil cousin's corporate plane. While we had our own bedroom—with an attached dressing room that we'd converted into a space for gaming, watching movies, and reading yuri—we still lived in the mansion Aletheia with two other people. I wondered if Livinia was actually alive, or if she could be said to live inside of herself. That thought required another espresso martini, the least awful drink the plane's steward could mix.

      We hadn't talked much since takeoff, and that was okay. Living and working together—to the extent there was any work to do so far—gave us all the time with each other we could ever want. They'd asked a lot of questions about planes and flying, and I'd told her what little I knew on the subject that was unrelated to the likelihood of survival in an accident. I think they'd remained convinced that the wings should be flapping, but my knowledge of aeronautics wasn't up to the task of explaining why they didn't need to. Personally, I felt like we were stuck inside a steerable rocket, but I really didn't want to get into the history of missiles with them.

      It was the Christmas season, and as much as neither of us had any particular religious leanings, I was excited for them to experience their first holiday. My mind was filled with images and songs from the tapes of old specials my parents had watched with me. The delight and frustration of trying to get the reindeer cookie cutter to leave the antlers on the dough when I pulled it out. All the time in the world to explore the snow and read comics and play both sides of a board game. It's possible I'd always been a bit antisocial. I wanted to share it all with my extremely cool girlfriend, though, so who's laughing now, Carly?

      The plane had circled our destination's small private airfield, and we were told to strap in for landing. This was the part I dreaded most. Dumping all that velocity to land safely may be routine, but it was still dangerous, and no one could tell me otherwise. I grabbed their hand, and they squeezed mine back.

      "I'm not worried, Dale. You shouldn't be either. Remember the numbers Livinia gave you? We're not likely to die."

      Their concern showed in their eyes, clouding the perfect pale blue of them. Even as the weather had gotten colder and the days shorter, they'd spent so much time enjoying the freedom to go outside that they'd tanned a little. Now the only one paler than me was our other housemate, the colony of fungus in a skin suit.

      "I know," I told them. "My nerves don't much care about facts."

      "It's okay. If the plane falls, I'll catch you."

      That made perfect sense. I believed them completely and joined them at the window, watching the ground rise to greet us.
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        Cassiopeia

      

      

      We arrived at the mansion's grounds in a limousine. Everything here in Arizona was so big. Blueberry Nipples and all of their equipment could have fit in the car with us, though that would be weird. They might recognize us from some of their performances, but we didn't really know each other. I'd thought that Aletheia was large, but whatever this place was called it made our home feel like another cell. A very nice cell, with no guards or keepers, but still a lot smaller than this. Honestly, I had trouble figuring out which building was the house. The spot where we were let out was just a security checkpoint, and beyond that were a bunch of other structures all within the same fenced area. Dale called it a compound.

      We were offered our choice of riding in a golf cart or taking e-bikes to where we were expected, while our luggage was taken to our room. Dale wanted to try out one of the bikes, so I jogged alongside her as she drove down the path, carrying the shoes Cousin Annette had gotten me. All of this belonged to someone she did business with, and she had stressed that we needed to "dress and act like civilized people" while we were here. Dale had been offended, but the remark hadn't bothered me. I'd lived in shirt dresses for a few decades and was still getting used to having a choice in what to wear. There were all kinds of social rules I was still learning, and Annette had lent helpful guidance. She could have been nicer about it, though.

      And so I ran in a nice pair of pants, a button-down shirt, a loose tie, and a blazer. Not the most comfortable outfit I'd ever worn, and there weren't any bright colors, but I could tolerate it. Dale looked amazing in her skirt and sweater, but she'd complained about it for a week leading up to the trip. She'd dressed according to my cousin's wishes to make the visit go smoothly for me. She was lovely no matter what she wore, but it would be wonderful if this helped make her a little more comfortable in something other than sweats and hoodies. I wondered if we'd ever wear these clothes again.

      We left the bike at a charging station by the entrance to the building. A sign marked it as the Kirkwood Museum of Art. A guard held the door open for us, which put me on edge. I'd been held by them for most of my life, and I wondered if there were cells holding people here. Dale stood protectively between me and the guard as we walked in past him. She never drew attention to it, but she remembered what made me anxious and took steps to help me. Janice called her a "gloomy Gus," but Dale always smiled around me and was very sweet. I think that she just frowned around it because she had to concentrate to figure out what it was
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