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Chapter 1 

“Taras Artur Zaitsev,” I said very slowly so the customs officer 

would understand me.  My accent wasn’t that thick but this was the third 

time I’d given my name and my patience was wearing thin. 

“Ahuh,” he mumbled and checked over my papers again, then 

scrutinized the dark purple flower petals in the plastic baggy he’d found in 

my carry-on. 

“I’m not a terrorist.” 

He didn’t laugh, which was too bad, because I was pretty funny if 

given the chance. 

“And this is medicinal?” he asked with more skepticism than 

necessary. 

“Yeah.” 

“It’s wolfsbane,” he told me, as he scrolled on an iPad.  He’d had 

to look it up.  I didn’t. 

“Yeah, or aconite.” 

“Mr. Zaitsev, isn’t wolfsbane a poison?” 

His nasally voice was grating now. 

“500 points to Gryffindor!” I quipped. 

He didn’t laugh. 

“I cannot allow you to bring this through customs, Mr. Zaitsev.” 

He set his iPad down, then pushed my papers across the counter to 

me.  I narrowed my eyes and pushed them back. 
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“I think if you read more closely, you’ll see that I can and will.” 

He looked up at me from behind the customs counter and raised his 

voice slightly so that it carried to the line of people standing behind me.  “I 

find it hard to believe that anyone prescribed you a poison for your health, 

sir.  I’m not sure what kind of doctors they have in Russia, but here—” 

“—It’s a poison in my country, too.  You know, foxglove is a 

poisonous plant, but they use it in heart medication,” I leaned over the 

counter so I could see his name tag, “Carl.  Please have another look.  I 

must bring this with me, and if it is not too much trouble, I’d like to wrap 

this up.  I’m am on a schedule.” 

I tapped my wrist.  I don’t wear a watch.  Carl rolled his eyes and 

read through my paperwork a third time.  I watched him read and wished 

I’d brought one of the Guardians with me to beguile him.  But I was on my 

own.  Dima had told me as much when I left.  He’d been adamant that I get 

to “the center”, find the “relic”, and stop the apocalypse.  I didn’t believe 

the old wolf, but visions were visions, and he was my Alpha. 

Carl sniffed hard through his stuffy nose as he pushed my 

paperwork back once more. 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Zaitsev—” 

I growled at him, only a little bit, but it was a sound that always 

makes humans heel.  I scented his fear.  He froze, the paperwork in his 

hands trembling. 

“Yes—I.” 

“Yes?” I looked down at him and allowed my eyes to turn.  I knew 

what he was seeing, the fierce ice blue predatory gaze.  I watched his face 

pale then his cheeks flush.  I could almost hear the denial and swift 

justification rattle through his tiny rabbit brain.  He didn’t see my eyes 

change, it wasn’t possible.  It was a trick of the light.   

“E-everything is in order, Mr. Zaitsev.” 

“Thanks, Carl.”  My smile was smug. 

He handed me my paperwork.  I took it, snatched the baggy and 

tossed everything into my small leather carry-on bag.  I zipped up the bag 

with more strength than was necessary and watched him jump at the sound. 

“Am I—” 

“You’re free to go.  Welcome to Minneapolis.” 

Minnesota. 
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I’d heard that the winters were supposed to be harsh, but as I 

stepped out of the airport into the early November morning I was greeted 

with bright sunshine, chirping birds, the smell of asphalt, and the rumble 

of traffic.  No snow in sight.  Winter.  I scoffed and hefted my bag over my 

shoulder.  These fools didn’t know what real winter was.  They should try 

Siberia. 

The earth’s smallest economy car came to a stop before me and a 

young man got out.  He asked my name, then handed me the keys.  I eyed 

the car. 

“Will you give me a push?”  I asked the kid.  He barked out a laugh 

and waved me away. 

I threw my bag into the passenger’s seat and folded my 6′5″ body 

into the tin can.  I assured myself, as I flicked it into drive, that I was not 

only saving the world from an impending apocalypse, but also combating 

global warming. 

That’s me, environmentally conscious. 

“Now, to ‘find the center’.”  I had decided that meant the 

geographical center of North America.  Dima hadn’t objected and since 

that was the only plan, I drove away from Minneapolis-Saint Paul 

International Airport for somewhere in North Dakota. 

 

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 

 

“Good grief, again?” 

I lifted the phone away from my ear and rolled my eyes as my best 

friend, and militant social butterfly, berated me about spending time in the 

library. 

“It’s my job!” I whisper-yelled at the phone. 

My boss, Harriet, came up behind me to shush me, becoming at 

once the stereotypical librarian.  She even looked the cliché.  A mix of 

Madam Pince and Jimmy Neutron’s teacher. 

“Oh my god, Melody, you’re going to die alone with cats.” 

“If I had cats,” I muttered at the phone. 

“You want cats.” 
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“There’s nothing wrong with cats!” I protested. 

“But we’re young and should go out and drink like regular people, 

Jesus!” 

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” 

“Yeah, whatever.  I’ll be hung over.” 

“We’ll get coffee then.” 

“Fine.  Caribou?” 

“Bite your tongue!” I admonished. 

“Starbucks, then.  Fine.  Bye.” 

“Bye, love you, Laura.” 

“Love you—argh!  Bye Mel.” 

I giggled and hung up. 

“Melody, we do not take personal calls at work,” Harriet hissed.  I 

looked sheepishly at Harriet and nodded, embarrassed that she had caught 

me, again. 

“I know, sorry.  It was an emergency.” 

“Sure, just put your phone on silent.  And get these two carts of 

books put away.  I’m headed home.” 

“KK.” 

She frowned at me.  Her hawkish nose growing sharper with the 

look. 

“Okay,” I repeated for her.  She rolled her eyes at me and walked 

back to the front desk. 

I turned my back to her and mimicked her stupid voice to myself.  

I hated Harriet, but she’d be the last person to know it.  Be polite or die.  It 

had been ingrained in me since childhood.  I wondered if that was true 

everywhere, but they made such a big deal about “Minnesota Nice” that it 

probably wasn’t.  What the rest of the world didn’t know was that behind 

“Minnesota Nice” was a yawning chasm of judgement and absolute 

loathing.  We saved those conversations for the car. 

Who’d thought that up? 

I glanced at the book in my hand and then found its place on the 

shelf.  I checked my phone for the time.  7:30 p.m.  I’d get to leave at nine. 

True to her word, Harriet left and I was alone in the quiet library.  

People drifted out slowly, until I was the only one in the building.  I drifted 

through the stacks, putting away books, picking up trash when I found it.  I 
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was locking the back door when I paused.  A chill stole up my spine.  I 

turned the allen wrench in the door push bar to lock it.  The pop of the metal 

was deafening.  With more bravery than I usually possessed, I spun around 

with the small ineffectual tool in my hand like I was brandishing a sword, 

not sure what I was going to find, but convinced someone was standing 

behind me. 

No one was there. 

“Well, that’s fucking creepy,” I told the silent library.  I ran for the 

front desk to get my bag and sunglasses then fled the building for my car. 

 

 

*  *  * 

 

 

“What did you think was going to be there?” Tabitha, my sister and 

roommate, asked.  I opened my mouth to tell her I thought someone had 

been standing behind me but closed it. 

“Maybe a ghost?” I offered. 

She lit up.  Tabitha loved the supernatural.  She was really into “all 

that weird stuff” as Mom put it.  Tabitha reached for a chopstick and wound 

her long blonde hair into a bun, then stabbed it into place.  She wore a long 

purposely shredded black cotton dress, complete with black velvet choker, 

black sclera contacts, and ruby red lips that hid fangs she bought off the 

internet.  She fixed me with her black stare and smiled at me. 

“Should I come pick you up tomorrow?  I know a few incantations 

that will banish ghosts.” 

“Of course, you do.” 

I tossed my bag into the rocking chair next to her and kicked off 

my shoes. 

“Did Mom get ahold of you?” I asked as I padded into the kitchen. 

“No.” She slouched back onto the couch and flipped through 

Netflix with the PS3 remote.  “If she really wanted to know how I was, 

she’d leave a message.” 

“She just calls me instead.” 

Tabitha shrugged her shoulders and kept searching. 
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“Did you watch the documentary on penguins without me?” I 

asked, opening the fridge. 

“Melody Grace, I might be a self-proclaimed witch with the power 

to control all evil, but I’m not a monster,” she protested, then I heard her 

giggle.  Soon I was sitting next to her on our faded green couch, orange 

juice in hand, watching emperor penguins waddle through the snow. 

“Can you see with those things in?” I handed her the orange juice 

carton. 

She sipped.  “Yeah.  You kinda get used to it.” 

“Mom hates them.” 

“Mom will get over it.” 

“You wearing them Sunday for the reunion?” 

“I have to.  If I don’t, they won’t have anyone to pray over.  I like 

the attention.  You know their fear and worry fuel my powers.” 

I shook my head.  I didn’t remember when it was that Tabitha 

started dressing all goth, or like a vampire.  It really took some getting used 

to, but she’d dressed like this for years now.  I couldn’t remember what 

shade of blue her eyes really were.  For that matter, I didn’t think she ever 

took the contacts out.  Which wasn’t supposed to be good for your eyes.  I 

didn’t fight it.  She was the same person, just in costume. 

Tabitha had always been there for me.  She had been an only child 

before her parents adopted me.  My own family had died in a car accident 

when I was an infant.  Mom and Dad had been babysitting me when they 

got the call.  I’d just stayed with them after that because they’d been made 

my legal guardians in the event of my own parents’ death.  Tabitha had 

loved me and protected me.  They all had.  Tabitha had been the one to tell 

me I was adopted, but being the only brunette in a family of blondes, it 

wasn’t too hard to figure out.  Before Tabitha had spilled the beans, I’d had 

a pretty steamy affair conjured in my mind that had resulted in my birth.  

Nothing so exciting, though, just death and loss. 

Tabitha and I were a year apart.  She was wild and fun, where I was 

cautious and loved to read.  She used to sneak out of the house in high 

school to go make-out with the neighbor boy.  I read romance novels.  

Unlike Laura, Tabitha never pushed me to be any more social than I wanted 

to be.  She defended my choice to work in the library and get that 

“worthless” degree in English and Library Science.  Dad was furious 
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because he’d wanted me to find a trade and be an independent woman 

making a ton of money.  ‘What kind of job are you going to get with a 

writing degree, Melody Grace?!’ 

Tabitha had patiently explained around her new fangs that we 

womenfolk were already liberated, and he shouldn’t try to right his man-

wrongs with us.  Poor Dad.  He’d thrown his hands up and stalked back to 

the garage. 

Tabitha giggled, “Oh no, lookit, the silly bird fell over!” An 

emperor penguin toppled over into the snow with the best trumpet of 

distress I’d ever heard.  We both erupted in laughter. 

“I need to rewind that!” Tabitha shrieked with glee. 

After two documentaries, Tabitha stretched, chucking the remote 

into my lap. 

“Almost the witching hour.” 

“Where are you going tonight?” I asked. 

“I don’t know.  There’s this really cute guy, Kyle, who works at 

Denny’s.” 

“He’s totally got a girlfriend, though, Tabitha.” 

She shrugged her shoulders.  “Yeah, but, he gets all nervous and 

stutters when I’m around him.  I like that.” 

I was quiet and reached in my bag for the book I wanted to finish.  

She got up and ran the tap in the kitchen for a glass of water.  I opened the 

novel to the page I’d left off on and felt that eeriness again.  The hair at the 

back of my neck stood up, my skin prickled.  It was cold, unnerving.  I’d 

never been so spooked before.  I turned to see Tabitha tilting her head and 

looking out the window over the sink. 

“Tabby?” 

She turned slowly to face me, then shook herself.  “Yeah?” 

“Can I go with you?” 

She frowned.  “Yeah.  I don’t mind.  Hey, did you… ?” She trailed 

off, making a vague gesture with her hand. 

I stood up and grabbed my bag, throwing the book back into it. 

“Yeah.  Tell me you felt it too.” 

“Of course, honey, I’m a witch.  I felt—” 

“—A ghost?!” I demanded, my voice more shrill than I’d planned. 

“No.  But something’s following you.” She sounded curious. 
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I shivered.  “Damn it, let’s get out of here and get around people.” 

“Fine by me.” 

We went to Denny’s. 

 

 

*  *  * 

 

 

“Your hair is really long, Kyle,” Tabitha complimented our server.  

He turned eight shades of red and pulled his long blonde ponytail behind 

his shoulder.  He was obviously self-conscious about it.  I could feel how 

much he wished Tabitha hadn’t drawn attention to it. 

“Thanks, uh.  Jess wants me to grow it out for Locks of Love.” 

“How sweet,” Tabitha purred. 

“Give us a minute to order, huh, Kyle?” I asked. 

He nodded, grateful for the opening to escape.  He ran from us.  

Tabitha curled her red lips in a smile, canines barely visible. 

“I really do enjoy long hair like that on guys.” 

“It’s like, girl long though, Tabitha, he’s super embarrassed.” 

She smiled, reminding me of a cat, “I know.” 

We ordered. 

Tabitha ate a cheeseburger flawlessly with her fangs in.  She sipped 

coffee and made eyes at Kyle the entire time.  He was really cute, she was 

right.  I secretly didn’t mind the long hair either. 

“I’d brush it for him.  Maybe even braid it.” 

I snorted at Tabitha’s comment. 

“Oh, like you wouldn’t?”  She demanded. 

“Maybe add some beads to it,” I giggled. 

She lifted her eyebrows, seeming to enjoy the idea.  “Get the check, 

will you?  I’m going to use the bathroom, then we’ll head out.” 

Out. 

I shivered.  Tabitha noticed.  She looked around Denny’s, like she 

could see into every corner. 

“I don’t feel it here.” 

“What it?” I demanded in a whisper.  “This is totally freaking me 

out.  What do you think is going on?” 
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“It’s not uncommon for a woman, lovely as you are, to attract the 

attention of a supernatural being.” 

“Lovely?” I snorted, “Don’t lie to me Tabby.” 

She arched a blonde brow.  “You are, even if you don’t believe it.” 

When she left for the bathroom, I considered what she had said.  

She always told me I was pretty, but then she had to, she was family.  I 

waited for Kyle to bring the check and fiddled with the pendant that was a 

permanent fixture around my neck.  I hadn’t taken it off since I found it a 

year ago at a thrift store.  It was a dogtooth amethyst.  Tabitha loved it, she 

said that it gave me strength and power.  I liked it because it fit into my 

palm and was smooth to the touch.  I rubbed my thumb over the faint 

familiar lines of the stone, beginning to calm down. 

“K, ready?” Tabitha asked from behind me. 

“Here’s your check,” Kyle said.  I turned to see Tabitha accept it 

from him.  Somehow, she made the exchange sexy.  I couldn’t be sexy like 

that.  She lifted her eyebrows at Kyle, and he blushed furiously again. 

“Have a good night, Kyle,” Tabitha purred. 

“Yeah,” He glanced at me, then back to Tabitha, “you guys, too.” 

We paid and left. 

“I wish we’d brought the car,” I grumbled while we walked side-

by-side down 13th Avenue. 

“Why?  And miss a night like this?” 

The wind wasn’t the gale force it usually was on the prairie.  The 

scent of dry leaves, a distant bonfire, a bit of exhaust from passing cars 

laced the air. 

“Because something’s haunting me, dummy.” 

She grinned, her fake fangs gleamed in the full moon light.  

“Nothing’s going to harm you, not while I’m around,” she sang.  She had 

a lovely voice, and though I loved Sweeney Todd as much as the next girl, 

it was eerie as fuck in this situation. 

“I’d believe that if you had a straight razor,” I said. 

“Oh, don’t think I don’t.” 

I eyed her, then shook my head.  She probably did.  “Where’d you 

get the new dress?” 

“Where do I always?” 

“Boys Ranch?” 
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“Yeah, for a buck!” 

“Nice.” 

“Right?” 

“The cardigan too?” 

“Mm-hmm.  We should go tomorrow.” 

“I’m meeting up with Laura for coffee.” 

She sneered.  “I don’t know what you see in that whore.” 

“Tabby!” 

“I call ‘em like I see ‘em.” 

“Jesus, she’s my best friend!” 

Tabitha turned her dark eyes on me.  “And what am I, chopped 

liver?” 

“You’re my sister, that’s different.” 

“Ahuh.” 

“I don’t know why you guys don’t get along?” 

“Because she’s vapid, darling.  And only talks about shopping and 

who’s she’s fucked.” 

I winced.  Tabitha wasn’t wrong, but too blunt.  Laura was way 

more than that.  She had a really big heart.  She did like to party, maybe 

more than most, and she did have a string of lovers, but this was the 21st 

century, who were we to judge? 

“I like her.  She’s sweet to me.” 

Tabitha shrugged her shoulders.  “Fine.  Why aren’t you out with 

her tonight, then?  I know she probably called, demanding you join her at 

the bar.” 

“You know I don’t like to drink in public.” 

“I do, but she still hasn’t gotten that, has she?” 

“She hopes I’m going to come out of my shell.” 

“She still trying to dress you up like a sorority girl?” 

“She’s not in a sorority, Tabitha.” 

“Ahuh.” 

“No, I asked her to stop buying me clothes.” 

“What’s wrong with what I picked out?” Tabitha asked. 

I looked down at my baggy, comfortable boho dress.  It was perfect, 

it was completely me.  No one, not even Mom, picked out clothes that I 

loved like Tabitha did.  It had pockets to hold my phone, and it was orange.  
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I love the color orange.  It was big enough that it didn’t cling to my curves 

to make me feel fat.  It was loose and light. 

“I love what you pick out.” 

“Stop allowing her to control you, Melody Grace.” 

I sighed.  “Okay.  But I don’t let her control me.  I just go along 

because—” 

“It’s easier not to fight.  I’ll never understand this non-

confrontational thing.” 

She took my hand as we crossed 13th avenue to be on the south 

side of the street and walk through the Target parking lot.  She’d done that 

since we were little.  She always held my hand when we walked across the 

street.  I knew Mom was worried about Tabitha and her “black magic”, but 

she really hadn’t changed, not in the way that mattered.  I allowed her to 

keep hold of my hand as we walked in the dark. 

“You should use the power you have,” Tabitha said. 

“This again.” 

She nodded and allowed me to take my hand back.  “You have great 

power.  You would be unstoppable if you ever tapped into it.” 

“Remind me how I do that again?” 

She laughed, “No blood sacrifices will be necessary.  But there 

must be a death.” 

I frowned, she sounded so sure of what she was saying.  “A death?” 

“Right.  Not what you’re thinking, more of a death of this,” she 

waved her black-nailed hand at me, “weak façade you wear.” 

“Well, you just gestured to all of me, so.” I thought about what she 

was saying.  “Kill the child I am to become the powerful woman I am meant 

to be.” 

“Yes, and you are a powerful woman, you just hide behind those 

glasses and baggy clothes, and those romance novels of yours.” 

I snorted, she grinned at me. 

She took my hand again, and we ran across 42nd Street, heading 

for the mall parking lot. 

“I like my glasses, though.” 

“Honestly, I do, too,” Tabitha admitted. 

They were really great glasses.  I'd picked them up used, they had 

to be vintage 70s.  Huge thin round metal frames.   
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“But you don't need glasses, honey.” 

I had popped out the lenses and replaced them with plastic.  “I just 

like them.” 

“They hide your face,” she chided, “and your little freckles.” 

“Oh my god, stop.” 

She giggled.  “I understand they are your fashion statement.” 

“They are.” 

We walked in silence past the mall and eventually the West Acres 

Cinema.  We headed west down 17th Street.  It was a clear night.  The 

moon was full and bright above us.  The stars shone, dimmed only slightly 

by the street lamps.  I found myself wondering how often Tabitha walked 

around in the night like we were doing now.  This year, November had 

been warm.  We were only a few days into the month though; the weather 

would change. 

“It doesn’t smell like snow yet,” Tabitha said into our silence.  I 

looked at her, wondering how she always knew what I was thinking.  She’d 

done that since we were little.  Seeming to comment on my private 

thoughts.  Maybe she really was the witch she claimed to be. 

“Not yet,” I agreed.  Snow did have a certain cool, crisp scent.  

Tonight, still smelled of grass and falling leaves, autumn, and surprisingly 

it wasn’t cold.  Warm enough yet for Tabitha and me to be in sneakers and 

dresses. 

We passed under the I-94 overpass and made our way home.  We 

lived three blocks south of Cashwise in Fargo in a two-bedroom apartment 

that was affordable and blissfully silent.  The neighbors we’d had this 

summer moved out, and no one had rented next to us or above us.  Tabitha 

swore she hadn’t cast a spell to keep people away, but I was starting to 

wonder.  I had complained so much about the upstairs neighbors and how 

noisy they were that maybe she had made sure no one would ever live there 

again. 

Tabitha produced our house key and unlocked the side door of our 

ground level apartment to let me in.  I dropped my bag inside the door then 

plopped into a deck chair next to her while she lit a clove cigarette. 

“Thanks for letting me tag along tonight.” 

She raised her eyebrows at me, exhaling the sweet-smelling smoke.  

I could almost feel Mom’s disapproval from here. 
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“I like your company.  I am glad you wanted mine.” 

I nodded and slouched down in the chair.  My phone dinged in my 

pocket and I slipped it out to see Laura’s Facebook message.  Omg, I’m so 

totally wasted!  Where are u? 

I chuckled and texted back.  Home, hanging with Tabby. 

Laura messaged back the bat emoji. 

I clicked the phone screen off and placed it on my chest.  Tabitha 

exhaled more of the sweet smoke. 

“What kind of power?” I asked her, curious, my mind straying back 

to her earlier comment.  She’d told me before she thought I had powerful 

magic that I wasn’t tapping into and needed to harness.  “I mean, like Rogue 

or Storm?” 

“Hmm,” Tabitha mused, “Rogue gets Gambit, so I think you’d 

want to be more like her.” 

We both sighed in unison.  Gambit, our first cartoon crush. 

“How can he still be so damned dreamy?” I asked. 

Tabitha giggled and blew smoke rings into the air before us.  “He’s 

just drawn that way.” 

“True.  But what kind of power?  Do you know?” 

“I believe you have the ability to shape the world around you, 

perhaps not only the world, but people too.” 

“Manipulation is not a superpower.” 

She frowned, “No, not manipulation.” She took a drag and slowly 

blew rings again, thinking.  “I see a gold aura around you signifying the 

divine, but there’s also a brilliant pure orange, so you are courageous.  I 

believe if you tapped into this strength fully, you would make the world a 

better place.” 

I shook my head, then yawned.  “I am not going to rule the world, 

Tabitha.  That’s not who I am.  I will not be changing it anytime soon 

either.” 

“This is your opinion.” 

“It is.  One person cannot change the world.” 

“They can, if they are meant to.” 

“You’re telling me that I could make people do what I want.” 

“I’m telling you that with your drive, courage, and strength, they 

would want to follow you.” 
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“Why would I want followers?” 

She laughed and stretched out her arms.  “Everyone should know 

the bliss of having minions.” 

“I do not want to be an evil overlord.” 

“Your loss.” 

“Tabby?” 

She tilted her head at me.  “What?” 

“You aren’t evil.” 

She snorted, then snuffed her cigarette out in the ashtray next to 

her. 

“You really aren’t.” 

“I know.  I’ve been saying that for years.” 

“Then why all the black?  Why the ‘goth’ outfits?” 

She shrugged.  “Evil is a human word, created to explain that which 

is other, darker, and unknowable.  A monster is just something they have 

never seen before and fear.  I am no more evil than you are.  I suppose I 

wear the ‘goth’ outfits to challenge everyone.  Do they see a monster, or do 

they see me?” 

“I always see you.” 

“Because you also have deep red in your aura, Melody Grace, 

which is the purest love.” 

I smiled down at my hands.  “I do love you.” 

“And I you.  Wanna watch Netflix and fall asleep on the couch?” 

she asked standing and stretching again. 

“Nah, I’m in the middle of this new book and the ‘will they, won’t 

they’ is just killing me.” 

Tabitha laughed.  “You need to get laid.” 

I stood up and followed her inside.  “Not unless the guy is Cadeon 

Woede.” 

“Oh, good name,” Tabitha purred. 

“Right?” 

“What’s he?  Another werewolf?” 

I slid the patio door shut and locked it with a hopelessly besotted 

sigh.  “A rage demon.” 

“Oh my, how delicious!”  Tabitha said. 

“I know, ugh.  Men like that just do not exist.” 
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Tabitha curled into the corner of our couch and grabbed the remote.  

“Oh, I don’t know.  I think one day you will be surprised.” 

“I wish.” 

 

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 

 

“You fucking lied to me, old man,” I snarled into my cell phone, 

but I said it in Russian, so it sounded one hundred times more furious.  

Dima chuckled. 

“About what?”  He asked, innocent. 

“You told me that I was supposed to stop the apocalypse!  Find 

some kind of place in North America where it was all going to go down.”  

I began to pace.  I was outside of her apartment, again.  I couldn’t 

help it! 

“So far, it sounds like I did not lie.” 

“You didn’t tell me that there was a witch in Fargo, North Dakota.” 

“How would I know this?” 

I ran my hand through my hair and tried for an even voice.  “She is 

with a woman who smells like honey lemon.” 

Dima was quiet on the other end, then I heard it, just the barest 

laugh.  I clenched my fist.  “When I get back, I’m going to punch you in 

the face.  I’ve been totally set up!” 

“Isn’t this good, Taz?  Isn’t that what your spirit walk confirmed 

your mate would smell like?” 

I growled into the phone, low and menacing.  “I do not want a mate 

that is not from the bloodlines.” 

I glanced at the little patio where the two women had been sitting.  

As Dima replied, “Isn’t that also what your spirit walk confirmed, that your 

mate would be ‘other’?” 

“You ask these questions, and you know the answer to both.  You 

knew she would be here!” 

My eyes were drawn again to the chair she’d been sitting in.  I 

resisted breathing in the lingering sweet scent of her. 

“Taz, you should not deny your mate.” 
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“I should if she has a witch for a sister!” 

“Not all witches are bad.” 

“Most are!” 

“Taz.” 

“No!  I think I should fly back home now and let the apocalypse 

happen.” 

Dima was quiet on the other end.  “The fate of the world, pup.  But 

if you are so afraid of your mate that you want to come home and let 

humanity fall, I cannot stop you.” 

I snarled and hung up on my Alpha.  I had to help if I could, we 

both knew that.  But we also both knew I didn’t want the woman I’d been 

told would be mine.  She wasn’t even Russian!  She was... I gagged, 

Midwestern. 

I shuddered.  She would be ignorant of the supernatural world, too, 

being a bland, plain old human.  The ancients were really having a good 

laugh at me.  Taras Artur, son of a once mighty Volkan Chieftain, would 

marry a human and have halfling pups.  I gagged again.  Damn it!  I would 

not stay by her window and watch over her all night. 

I would not!  For Light’s sake, she read romance novels and was a 

librarian!  But her glasses were adorable, and the baggy dress, lovely. 

I angrily slid my cell phone back into my jeans pocket and turned 

my back on her low-income apartment.  I caught her scent again, still 

wafting from the deck.  Honey lemon.  Light, blind me! 

My feet turned against my will and I inhaled deeply.  Why did it 

have to be honey lemon?  My favorite.  When a boy of our pack reached 

fifteen, he would be inducted into our warrior ranks.  One of the initiation 

tasks was to embark on his first spirit walk.  Within these visions, he would 

usually find his purpose, or his path.  For me it was different, I was given 

the identity of my mate. 

Mates no longer existed in my clan.  That did not mean that men 

and women did not find their partners, only that “matehood” was rare.  The 

human word for mate would be “soulmate”.  But even soulmate doesn’t 

explain it fully.  Such a bond would define me.  I did not want to be defined 

by another, or a relationship.  I wanted to remain myself.  Ancient stories 

of mates describe the union as consuming.  I didn’t want to be consumed.  

I wanted to remain in control of my own fate. 
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I sighed, reliving the spirit walk.  Her scent had come to me right 

away, and the wolf in me knew she was my mine.  The smell was the honey 

lemon cakes my grandmother always made for me.  It was a comforting 

smell that immediately put me at ease.  A voice in me had named her “my 

heart” and demanded I find her.  But, mingled with the enticing honey 

lemon was the unmistakable scent of human.  I couldn’t accept it.  We did 

not bond with humans.  We watched over them because they were weak 

sheep.  They needed us to protect them from others of our own kind that 

thought to eradicate them, eat them, or enslave them. 

My mate would be weak.  I could not accept such a weakness into 

my life.  I was too old to have such vulnerability now.  She would not be 

able to protect herself, and the moment our enemies realized she was my 

mine, they would try to destroy her.  And, if the old stories were true, if she 

died, it would not be long after that I would follow her.  Mates did not live 

long without the other. 

I came to a stop by her window, breathing deeply.  She wasn’t even 

outside, but I could still sense her.  I balled my fists and turned my back on 

the patio door glass.  Dima should have warned me.  He should have told 

me what I was walking into.  I didn’t want this woman.  She’d slow me 

down.  I took a few steps away from her house, then a few more.  I heard 

the patio door slide open, then click shut.  For a brief moment, against my 

will, I was thrilled with the idea of having her see me.  Then the 

overwhelming scent of cloves filled my nose, making my eyes water. 

“Why are you haunting my little sister, Mr. Big Bad Wolf?” 

Her voice was dangerous, her scent... old, very old.  She wasn’t the 

young little thing she pretended to be, and she had power.  I tensed my 

shoulders and faced the witch. 

“Why do you care?” I demanded. 

She exhaled smoke, staring at me with black depthless eyes.  “She’s 

my baby sister.” 

I snorted, both in derision, and to get the clove scent out of my nose.  

“Really?  I’m supposed to believe that?” 

The witch crossed her arms.  “You didn’t answer me.” 

“I’m not going to.” 

“You really should be more afraid of me than you are.” 

I growled at her.  “Are you challenging me?” 
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She laughed and took a drag of the cigarette; the end burned a bright 

orange.  The cigarette’s ember lit up her face but didn’t shine in her black 

eyes.  “I should.  Just to put the Zaitsev Clan back in its place.” 

That took me off guard.  “How do you—” 

“How?  What would be the fun in telling you?” She took a step 

toward me, then blew a smoke ring, but it was shaped like a heart.  “You 

know,” she purred, “your aura is the deepest red I have ever seen.” 

I took a step back from her, keeping my distance as she tried to 

close it. 

“Red like that, its strength of will, survival.  I didn’t expect you to 

be a wolf in this life.” 

I frowned at her.  “What are you talking about, witch?” 

She flicked her cigarette at me and hissed.  The sound made my 

hackles rise.  “You stay away from Melody.  If you don’t, I’ll kill you.” 

Then she fucking disappeared. 

Like, actually disappeared. 

“What the—” 

The barest hint of honey lemon wafted from a window as someone 

opened it.  The crickets chirped in the grass around my feet.  I slipped my 

hands into my coat pockets and weighed my options.  I could keep driving 

west.  My mate, Melody, wouldn’t have anything to do with the 

apocalypse.  I laughed at myself.  But that ancient being hiding in plain 

sight sure as shit did.   

“Dima, when I get home.  I’m going to kick your ass.” 

 

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 

 

“I hate Starbucks,” Laura whined. 

“That’s because you have no taste,” I explained. 

She snorted and asked the barista to add more Splenda to her coffee 

than was necessary.  The guy wrote on her cup, “lots”.  That is an actual 

measurement, at least in Laura's world. 

“So, you missed out big time,” she told me when we finally sat 

down with coffees. 
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“Yeah?” 

“Oh yeah.” 

“What happened?”  What a loaded question.  I didn’t really want to 

know, but those two words were going to give me every detail of Laura’s 

escapades, in real live color.  I braced myself. 

“Remember Nick?” 

“Yeah?” That was a lie.  I did not remember Nick, because last 

week his name was Skyler.  Oh my god, yeah, Skyler.  Who even had that 

name anymore?  I laughed, luckily at the same time as she did, so it seemed 

like I was actively listening. 

“Well, he and some of his friends and I hit up the new…” 

I’m pretty sure the conversation nose-dived into details that would 

at best be titillating, and at worst be utter debauchery, but I didn’t hear it 

because the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen walked into Starbucks.  Now, 

I’ve seen a lot of movies starring Hollywood hunks and read enough to 

know real men do not look as good as he did.  I very surreptitiously pinched 

myself.  He was still there, towering over the barista behind the counter, 

who was being forcibly elbowed out of the way by his female coworker. 

“Hi, I’m Becky.  What can I—I’ve got it, Eric—what can I get for 

you today?” 

Tall, dark, and handsome didn’t respond.  Jesus, he was tall, like 

what... I eyed him, 6 feet?  More than that.  He had black hair, too.  Not 

dark brown like we get here in Fargo, but black, jet black, the lights above 

his head were throwing blue highlights.  I shifted in my seat to see him a 

bit better, while still pretending to give Laura my full attention. 

“Coffee.” 

Oh.  My.  God.  Where was his accent from?  Let me explain.  We 

are so landlocked and isolated in Fargo that even at the slightest hint of an 

accent, we will zero in on you and demand, “Where are you from?!” usually 

followed by, “How’d you get here?!”  Because, we too are utterly shocked 

that anyone would be joining us in this desolate, frozen hell on earth. 

“Oh, my gawd, where’s that accent from?”  The excited barista 

asked.  I shook my head, willing her not to fall into the stereotype.  He was 

too hot for that!  Resist, Becky!  Resist! 

“Coffee.” 

“Ahuh, what kind?  Oh, you have to try our new—” 
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“I don’t care.  Regular, with cream and honey.” 

“You have to be from overseas or something.  Yeah, I can get that 

for you.  What size?” 

He tilted his head to read the menu, obviously struggling with 

Grande, Venti, and Trenta.  Because, seriously Starbucks, everyone does. 

“Big.” 

Becky nodded, but did not give up.  “I’d say, Russia?” 

“Yes.  Can I have my coffee now?” 

“Wow, Russia!  That’s totally amazing.  How’d you end up in 

Fargo?”  I could feel her hormone levels rising from here. 

I hid my face in my palm, not wishing to witness Becky’s descent 

into Midwestern clichés. 

“Holy shit.  You could skip a quarter off his ass,” Laura breathed. 

“Right?” 

“Melody!  What are you staring at!  Oh my god, it’s like, I’m 

witnessing your birth!  You finally find a guy attractive!”  Laura hissed 

with excitement. 

I frowned at her.  “What?” 

Sexy Russian finally did get his coffee, and Becky’s number, her 

offer to show him around town, basically meet her whole family, and father 

her firstborn.  He turned his back to her, wadded up the paper with her 

phone number, and toss it in the trash. 

Sorry, Becky. 

Then he took a couple of deep sniffs through his nose like I do the 

minute a rhubarb pie comes out of the oven.  It was a deep inhalation of 

absolute ecstasy.  He looked right at me.  I felt my face heat, so much so 

that I lifted my hand to my cheek, like some high society English heiress, 

ready to fucking faint.  He continued to stare. 

“Mel,” Laura whispered, “Mel.  He’s totally checking you out.  Go 

say hi.  Right now.” 

She pushed me. 

I know it was an attempt at friendship, loyalty, whatever, but she 

pushed so hard I toppled out of my chair.  Eye contact broken, upside down, 

covered in coffee and mortified, I watched him leave.  Laura made a scene 

pulling on my calves to get me back upright. 
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*  *  * 

 

 

“Short of flaying her alive, little sister, what do you want me to 

do?” 

“Nothing,” I moaned in despair, hiding my face in the couch 

pillows.  We didn’t have enough couch pillows.  I wasn’t sufficiently able 

to bury my shame with only five. 

“I’m sure it wasn’t that bad, right?” 

“Tabby, I was upside down!” I shrieked. 

She giggled, then grinned at me, showing off her fake fangs.  “That 

was my favorite part.” 

“Uuuuuuuuuuuh,” I hid my face again.  “He was so hot.  Like 

romance novel, prince charming, darkly seductive trillionaire with an S&M 

kink, hawt.” 

“Ooo,” I heard the chair next to the couch squeak as she leaned 

back in it.  “Go on.” 

“AND foreign.” 

“Mm, foreign genes.” 

“Right?” I demanded from under the pillows. 

“Well, you probably will never see him again, so what does it 

matter?” 

I surfaced to look at her.  “You’re right.  I will totally never see him 

again.  I’ll never have to explain why I’m so clumsy—” 

“—why your ‘best friend’ pushed you—” 

“—that I fell over and drenched myself in coffee.  It wasn’t really 

her fault, Tabby.  I think she was just excited at the possibility that I was a 

sexual being.” 

Tabitha raised her eyebrow. 

“Fine, it was her fault.  But she apologized.  None of this matters,” 

I said sitting up and brushing my hair out of my face.  “I have to go to work 

in an hour whether or not I made a total ass of myself in public.” 

“True,” Tabby agreed. 

I showered, then got ready for work. 
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*  *  * 

 

 

“I’ll come pick you up after work,” Tabitha told me as she slipped 

on her John Lennon sunglasses and blew me a kiss. 

“Thanks for driving me, honey,” I called after her. 

She waved and drove out the parking lot.  I threw my bag over my 

shoulder and trudged into work.  There would be scads of books to put 

away, titles to look up, everything would go back to normal.  It would be 

boring and regular and safe.  And best of all, no chance of drowning myself 

in coffee in front of a hot Russian. 

“There are four carts just now to put away, so get started on that,” 

Harriet said with a sigh of frustration.  I’m never sure why she’s mad when 

she tells me about what needs to be done, like it’s my fault we have a 

routine? 

“Sounds good,” I said cheerily, tossing my bag under the front 

desk.  I grabbed the first trolley and went about my task.  I was on the 

second when Harriet announced she was leaving.  She’d stayed later than 

I’d wanted her to, so I smiled and told her to have a good night. 

The evening passed.  I helped an older gentleman find several 

books on gardening, specifically how to grow blueberry bushes.  Once he 

left, I was alone in the library.  I wandered, picking up trash and pushing 

in chairs at the computer desks.  I grabbed a book off the end of one desk 

and went off to find its home.  I turned the book my hands, Ancient Runes.  

I opened the book as I walked, paging through it with interest.  I loved 

Norse history, mythology, Vikings, everything.  As I flipped through pages, 

one rune in particular caught my eye.  I paused, fascinated.  It seemed 

familiar to me. 

“Dagaz,” I read aloud to myself.  “The state of enlightenment.” I 

drew out my dogtooth amethyst pendant as I read further, smoothing my 

thumb over the stone.  “Two Kenaz runes joined equals higher 

consciousness.  Two Isa runes teaches one how to use knowledge to one’s 

advantage.  Together these are Dagaz, the state of enlightenment.  Dagaz 

understanding is limitless but must be controlled to be used properly.” 



 

 

DESTROYER  23 

 
I dropped my arm holding the book and stared at my amethyst.  It 

was uncanny how much the stone resembled the patterns on the rune.  But 

not just one representation of it, there were three instances of the shape, 

one on top of the other.   

I flipped through the book.  Wondering if it meant something more 

if it— 

“Dagaz is not only enlightenment—” a deep voice intoned from 

behind me. 

I spun around, startled. 

“—it also means cataclysmic change.” 

A man stepped around the corner of the bookshelf.  He was huge, 

hulking and … instantly recognizable. 

“I want to believe it is just coincidence that I hear you talking to 

yourself about Dagaz when I have been sent to stop the apocalypse, but I 

know better than to hope you are not involved.  I’m just not that lucky.” 

“Sexy Russian?” 

He raised a dark eyebrow, amused.  “In the flesh.” 

I raised the book to hide my face, then winced and rubbed by 

forehead because I’d smacked it in the act of hiding.  Yeah, I’m so smooth 

like that.  I continued to stand there, book in my face, blushing and unable 

to move.  How long had he been in the library?  More importantly, why 

was he here this late?  True, I hadn’t locked up yet, but it was after hours.  

I wasn’t going to move the book away from my face to find a clock and 

figure out how late.  Was I ever going to move the book?  I imagined a 

reality where I just slowly backed away from him, book up like a shield, 

and slipped around a corner to die of embarrassment. 

Wait.  Had he said apocalypse? 

“I don’t think the book hides you as well as you think,” he rumbled 

and curled a finger over the edge to peel it away from my face.  I didn’t 

breathe as I looked up at him.  He wasn’t only standing next to me, he was 

definitely in my bubble, either he had no idea about personal space, or he 

didn’t think I needed any.  I felt my face grow even hotter, my heart 

hammered so hard I could feel it in my ears. 

“Oh shit,” I breathed, “I’m gonna faint.” 
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“Do ladies still do that?” he asked.  My knees went weak, and like 

a black and white movie starlet, I swooned.  He slipped his arm around me 

and caught me as if it had been scripted. 

“This is so embarrassing,” I mumbled. 

“At least you aren’t upside down.” 

“Oh no,” I moaned and hid my face against him, “you remember 

that.” 

“Yeah.” 

He was so warm.  I dropped Ancient Runes and it smacked loudly 

against the tile.  I jumped at the sound.  He tightened his hold on me.  Weird, 

like he thought I was going to get away?  I wasn't going anywhere.  If he 

let go, I’d melt into the floor.  I turned my face to get some air and heard 

his own heart pounding in his chest.  I wanted to say something but 

couldn’t.  This wasn’t real, this never happened to people outside of movies 

or books.  There totally was not a hottie holding me like I was his.  No, I 

was hallucinating because Tabitha finally did put wacky mushrooms in my 

food like she always teased she might.  No way he was leaning down and 

breathing in the scent of my hair like he’d never smelled anything sweeter 

in his life.  I mean, come on, I’m not in a romantic comedy.  I live a really 

bland life.  He wasn’t nuzzling my cheek and whispering to me in his own 

language.  I didn’t know what he was saying, but that didn’t matter, because 

none of this was even real so... 

“Ahuh,” I agreed stupidly, “I don’t know what you said, but—” 

He curled a finger under my chin and tilted my face to his.  He 

smiled like Cary Grant and kissed me. 

Hang on a minute... 

“Hey,” I breathed.  “I have no idea who you are.” I sounded like I 

was high.  I tried to unhear the way I had said, ‘hey’.  There should have 

been way more protest behind the word. 

“Hey,” I tried again as he slipped his other arm around me and 

deepened our kiss.  I felt like I was meant to be crushed against him, but at 

the same time I was trapped, and he was a total stranger.  Suddenly, I 

shoved at him. 

“H-HEY!” I sprang away from him like a startled cat.  Out of his 

arms, the world began to take on shape and form again.  I had the feeling 
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that he had let me go, and that if he hadn’t wanted to, I wouldn’t have 

escaped so easily.   

“Who the hell—what the hell are you doing?!” I backed away from 

him, snagged the book off the floor and held it at arm's length between us, 

because yes, it was a weapon, and he’d get a good wallop if he tried to kiss 

me like that again. 

“Stranger Danger!” I accused.  He frowned at me, but then laughed 

and stalked toward me. 

“Dude, back off!  Just because you’re super fine, doesn’t mean you 

get to—” 

“Taras,” he said. 

“Wha—?” 

“My name.” 

“I don’t care what your name is!  Do you make it a habit of 

following girls to their place of work so you can talk cryptically about an 

apocalypse and then kiss them?  Does that really work?!  Ack!” I bumped 

into a bookshelf behind me.  I spun to brandish my weapon at the shelf and 

then just threw the book and ran for it.  I skittered around the end of the 

stacks and hauled ass back to the front desk.  I saw him run around the other 

side to follow me.   

“Don’t run from me, Melody!” 

“Holy shit, you know my name?  Who are you!?” I shouted 

confidently and not at all like a chipmunk.  I reached the desk and grabbed 

my bag, because I needed my bag?  Where are your priorities Melody, 

Jesus!  I rummaged in the bag and found... nothing, unless I could stab him 

with a tampon.  He reached the desk.  I screamed and threw my bag at his 

face.  I ran for the stairs to the parking lot as I glanced at the clock.  9:15 

p.m. 

“Tabby, be in the parking lot.  Please be in the parking lot,” I 

panted.  Holy crap, Melody, you need to get in shape. 

I vaulted down the two flights of stairs with him on my heels.  He 

was fast!  He reached to grab my wrist and I squealed, twisting away from 

him.  We both reached the main doors to the parking lot at the same time.  

I ducked under his arms as he tried to tackle me and rolled on the floor.  I 

scuttled back on my butt across the tile.  My heart was hammering.  He 

stalked after me.  Were his eyes glowing? 
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I flipped around and scrambled to my feet and took off back up the 

stairs to the main lobby area.  I threw the door shut as I ran through it, 

slamming it in his face. 

“I have to get out of here!  Have to get out of here!  Are you even—

AH!” 

He plowed through the door and closed the distance between us 

with unnatural speed.  I dashed back through the stacks, zig-zagging 

through row after row.  I was puffing, out of breath, my limbs were shaking 

with adrenaline.  I looked up at a noise and saw him through the bookshelf 

between us. 

“Don’t run from me,” he repeated, his voice deeper than it had 

been.  He wasn’t even out of breath.  “I can’t resist the chase.  Instinct 

makes me want to...I don’t want to hurt you.” 

“Wh-what?” 

The way he’d said those words made something in my little rabbit 

brain flip the flight switch into overdrive.  I took off down between the 

book stacks, he rounded the end before me, so I backed up, lost my balance, 

and slipped trying to go back the other way.  He pounced on me. 

“No, no, no!” I screamed.  He held me fast.  His eyes were glowing!  

No, it had to be a trick of the light.  I gulped and went still.  Now captured, 

I decided that I should play dead and wait for an opportunity to escape. 

“Damn it, Melody.  I said don’t run.  We love to chase humans.  

And you, I can’t—” He leaned in and smelled my hair, the same way I 

would smell fresh bread from the oven.  “Light, woman, I want to resist 

you, but—” 

I kneed him in the balls and slammed the heel of my palm up at his 

nose.  That gained me time enough to wriggle free and run away, because 

I was sure my life depended on it.  It seemed my earlier prediction of the 

S&M kink had been right.  Except I wasn’t that kind of girl, I didn’t think…  

“Run faster, Melody!” I scolded myself. 

I ran past the desk, back down the two flights of stairs to the library 

entrance.  I saw Tabitha pull our old Honda into a parking space. 

“Tab—!” 

He grabbed me around the waist and pushed me to the wall, 

knocking the breath out of me. 
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“Don’t run from me,” he said again.  “It’s—just don’t run.  I like—

” his eyes were bright blue, not regular human blue.  It wasn’t a trick of the 

light.  His eyes were... wolf eyes.  He shook his head and they flickered, 

returning to a normal, deep blue.  “Don’t run,” he commanded again, but 

with such a deep growl that the sound made me stop fighting, made me 

forget to breathe. 

“Shit.  I didn’t want to scare you.”  His grip was strong, and 

something bit into my arm.  Claws? 

“Too late,” I gasped, terrified.  I was convinced he could kill me.  

Every animal instinct I had screamed ‘PREDATOR’. 

“You aren’t... human,” I rasped.  “You’re—” 

“Shh, Melody, please.  I’m sorry.  I got distracted by—” he pressed 

me into the wall, and luckily, my butt hit the automatic door opener.  The 

door slowly swung open.  It startled him, so I took the opportunity to suck 

air into my aching lungs and scream bloody murder. 

Tabitha must have had the windows down, because I heard the car 

door slam. 

“Melody!?” 

He clamped a clawed hand over my mouth.  I stared wide-eyed at 

him.  He was gorgeous and terrifying with his bright wolf eyes glowing in 

the dark. 

“I don’t mean you any harm.  I’m sorry, please believe me.  But 

that thing that calls itself your sister, does.” 

To Be Continued... 


